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ABSTRACT
Professional soccer has been growing across the United States as the professional
leagues begin to expand and experience more success both on and off the field. A unique
fan experience can be seen with soccer as compared to other sports, with the opportunity
for fans to be a part of a supporter group, a group whose main purpose is to be the most
passionate and loyal fans for their team. Atlanta United, a Major League Soccer (MLS)
team located in Atlanta, GA, was one of the MLS’ expansion teams in 2017 and has
experienced immense success since its inception. Through the use of a phenomenological
study, I aimed to gain an in-depth understanding of the essence of the experience of being
in a supporter group of Atlanta United, specifically the Resurgence supporter group. I
conversed with nine participants from the Resurgence supporter group using a semistructured interview approach. Several themes emerged through the process of analyzing
interview transcripts, the relationship therein described by two overarching categories:
Unity and Disunity. The fan experience of unity is evidenced by sub-themes of
connection to the city, engagement, sense of family/home, performance, and recognition;
fans’ experience of disunity is evidenced by sub-themes of front office relations, intergroup relations, and the future. These themes resonate with multiple communication
theories and concepts such as social identity theory, theory of performance, BIRGing and
CORFing, fan consumption, and organizational identification. In addition to the
theoretical significance of findings, this study also provides valuable information for
professional soccer teams within the United States as well as the organization of fan
groups designed to support them.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
We’re Here for Them and They’re Here for Us
We were playing our rival school, the University of South Carolina, on a weekday
evening in mid-September. It was my senior year and my last chance to finally defeat our
rival, which we had failed to do for all three of my other years playing for the Clemson
University women’s soccer team. To my surprise, there were more than a thousand
people in attendance at this game; as I learned to expect, though, our “supporter group,”
known as Central Spirit, was sitting at the front of the stands, banging on a drum, waving
flags, and cheering us on. The energy that they emitted onto the field, along with the
other fans, was all I could feel and hear after we scored our game-winning goal and I
rushed to celebrate with teammates. Our fans were always there for us. They helped us
achieve this win, just like many others, that I had longed for since first stepping foot on
Historic Riggs Field at Clemson.
I have played organized soccer since I was five years old. Even then, my
teammates and I felt the need to celebrate our fans, then mostly parents, that lined the
field. After each of our games at Clemson we made sure to thank the fans, specifically
our loyal supporter group, no matter what the result of the game. Of course, we played
hard on the field for one another, but we also played for them. They were there for us and
that was something for which each of us were incredibly thankful.
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In the midst of the COVID-19 outbreak LeBron James, one of the most famous
professional basketball players in the world, was asked what he would do if teams in his
league were asked to play without fans. He responded:
We play games without the fans? Nah, that’s impossible. I ain’t
playing if I ain’t got the fans in the crowd. That’s who I play for. I
play for my teammates, and I play for the fans. That’s what it’s all
about. So if I show up to an arena and there ain’t no fans in there, I
ain’t playing. They can do what they want to do. (Levine, 2020)
Fans are vital to the world of sports and, for that reason, they cannot be taken for granted
or overlooked.
The Up-and-Coming Sport (in the United States)
Soccer in the United States has experienced a drastic increase in interest over the
course of the last few years. According to Nielsen Sports Sponsorlink, the top tier
professional soccer league in the United States, Major League Soccer, has seen a 27%
increase in interest since 2012 (“Gaining Ground”, 2018). This increase in interest has
also led to an increase of success for the MLS. Don Garber, MLS commissioner, said,
“Expansion during the last 15 years has been enormously successful” (LoRé, 2019). One
important marker in this expansion was the creation of the club Atlanta United in 2014.
This club has grown over the years and, according to a CIES Football Observatory Study,
now ranks tenth in average attendance per game of all the clubs in the world with 51,547
between 2013 and 2018 (Poli, Ravenel, & Besson, 2019). With this high attendance rate,
it is no surprise that they are also the league’s most valuable club at $330 million (Bogert,
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2018). This team stands as the example of excellence for MLS as a whole, as it has set
the records for attendance and fan dedication. This makes Atlanta United particularly
interesting for researching fan experiences and identification.
While interest in soccer in the United States has grown, there is still minimal
research on the U.S.-based fandoms and consumers of the sport. Most of the research that
exists centers on teams that are located across Europe and other parts of the world. This
research includes that of Decrop and Debraix (2010) in Europe on consumption
experience, fan identity, and brand loyalty as well as a study by Hedlund (2014) on
membership and participation in sport fan communities. Supporter groups, their
relationships with their clubs, and the impact they have had on soccer have also been
studied within European contexts (Jaquiss, 2000; Pietersen, 2009; Wolfson, Wakelin, &
Lewis, 2005). The context of this study differs from that of research in the United States
based on cultural differences, particularly those related to the consumption of soccer. My
goal is to fill the gap in research that exists within scholarship based on United States
soccer and supporter culture with professional soccer.
Another gap that exists within research was discussed by Petersen and McNamee
(2017) regarding organizational communication specifically. Their research on
involuntary membership within the prison systems raised a question concerning the
nature and experiences that are tied to (in)voluntary membership. Their findings led them
to encourage future research to “consider how theories of dis/deidentification and
power/control might be revised with an eye toward the fluidity of (in)voluntary
organizational membership.” (p. 210). Voluntary membership creates unique experiences
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that can often be overlooked within organizational communication and being a member
of a supporter group is a voluntary act. Therefore, the understanding of the voluntary
nature of choosing to become a member of an official supporter group, and then
(in)voluntarily becoming a member of the Atlanta United organization provides a unique
opportunity to better understand organizational communication within this (in)voluntary
context.
From an industry perspective, this research can play a vital role in understanding
the fan identification that occurs and how to improve the fan experience. This may allow
professional soccer teams to understand how to grow and maintain their fan bases,
potentially leading to an increase in attendance and in consistency of attendance, thereby
increasing the revenue of the club. Yoshida, Heere, and Gordon (2015) found that “fan
community attachment is the only construct that can predict attendance frequency over a
longer period of time...” (p. 318). Understanding the fans’ experiences and motivations
could help both Atlanta United and other MLS clubs to promote the type of experience
that intensifies fans’ attachment to their brand and the larger fan community.
Improvement of fans’ experiences may increase their passion for the team and may lead
to an increase of consumption of the teams’ media as well (Wakefield, 2016). Therefore,
studying the “most passionate” fans of an MLS team contributes to academia and
industry by filling a gap and also expanding on existing findings.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
Communication, an aspect of everyday activities that is intertwined with all of
human life, is often overlooked, and therefore its complexity, pervasiveness, and
importance is not always seen (Littlejohn & Foss, 2008). Communication acts as the
basic social process in which one can transform a raw place into a place that is publicly
meaningful, while inherently creating particular ways of living or acting (Carbaugh,
1996). Communication acts to define the world in which we live and the reality that we
experience. Therefore, to be able to fully explore the experiences of my participants it is
important to know the contexts in which communication has created that experience, as
well as how communication continues to shape it.
There is a lack of research on the application of social identity theory, fan
consumption behavior, and organizational identity theory to the context of professional
soccer in the United States. Previous literature has focused on the application of these
concepts and theories to other professional sports within the United States, or to
professional sports in other countries. In this literature review, I will provide a foundation
for my study by providing previous findings and concepts that helped me make sense of
the stories shared by participants in this study. The literature review provides background
on the history and growth of professional soccer in the United States, and then leads to
theories and concepts that appear in my findings: social identity theory, fan consumption
behaviors, BIRG-ing and CORF-ing, and organizational identification theory.
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History
Professional soccer was introduced to the United States in 1921 when the
American Professional Soccer League (APSL) was started in the New York metropolitan
area and Pennsylvania (U.S. Soccer Timeline, n.d.). The league was shut down in 1933
because of low attendance rates and a small functioning area. Many years later, two
professional leagues formed, the United Soccer Association (USA) and the National
Professional Soccer Leagues (NPSL). By the end of their first seasons they merged, due
to a request from the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), and they
became the North American Soccer League (NASL) in 1968 (U.S. Soccer Timeline,
n.d.). The NASL sparked the growth of professional soccer in the United States with its
original 17 teams located across the country (Lewis, 2018). The NASL’s mistakes and
misfortunes were also a lesson for those who followed in its footsteps, as it lost 10 teams
and millions of dollars in its last 5 years before its demise in 1984 (Lewis, 2018). The
downfall of this league was spurred by declining attendance figures, rapid franchise
expansion, the absence of a salary cap, and inconsistent media exposure (Strutner,
Parrish, & Nauright, 2014).
After a few years of no true professional soccer leagues in the United States,
Major League Soccer (MLS) was created in 1996 (Collins, 2006). The league started with
ten teams in its first year and added two more teams in its second season (Stejskal, 2017).
This early expansion worked well for some teams and not so well for others, as the
league held at 12 teams for 10 years. After the downfall of previous leagues, the goal of
this league was to not make the same mistakes. Therefore, early on, the league focused on
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constructing soccer-specific stadiums, catering to Hispanic populations, encouraging the
youth of America to become spectators of the sport, as well as participants, and recruiting
new investors (Strutner, Parrish, & Nauright, 2014). After 10 years, the league began to
make more reforms, attempting to mirror their European counterparts, by adding more
professional leagues and even amateur leagues.
Compared to leagues across the world the MLS is unique in that it does not use a
system of promotion and relegation (commonly referred to as pro/rel), meaning that the
league only works within itself and teams are not at risk of being removed from the
league and put in a second division league if they do not perform well (Markovits &
Hellerman, 2001). Although they do not use the pro/rel system, since 2006 they have
adopted a type of farm league system, meaning that an MLS team and their minor league
affiliate teams could vertically exchange players (Strutner, Parrish, & Nauright, 2014).
One of the main leagues that became affiliated with the MLS in the years following the
beginning of this new system was the United Soccer League (USL), which was started in
2011 when two existing professional leagues were combined (History, 2019). This league
is viewed as the second tier of professional soccer in the United States, and the teams
within this league often act as feeder teams, or teams that supply players, for the MLS
teams across the country. The Charleston Battery, the USL team located in Charleston,
SC, is an example of a team that does not feed players directly to an MLS team. They
used to have an affiliation with Atlanta United, the MLS team in Atlanta, GA, but that
ended after the formation of Atlanta United 2, the Atlanta United Club’s own USL team.
In 2018, 19 MLS teams announced that they were affiliated with a USL team, leaving
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only 5 teams without affiliates (Butler, 2018). Along with acting as feeder teams for the
current MLS teams, many USL teams are also placing bids to take their next step in
professional soccer by moving up into MLS. Both leagues play a vital role in
understanding the success and growth of soccer as a whole in the United States.
Growth
Since making their debuts, both MLS and USL have greatly increased their
number of teams, and they are both looking at expanding even more in the next couple of
years. Before this research began, MLS votes were being held for placement of their next
few expansion teams. There were bids coming from Charlotte, NC, Las Vegas, NV,
Phoenix, AZ, and other cities across the United States. Following completion of this
study, it was announced that 4 new teams would join the league in 2021 and 2022. These
teams will be located in Austin, TX; Charlotte, NC; Sacramento, CA; and St. Louis, MO.
The MLS currently consists of 24 teams and already has 3 new expansion teams set to
begin playing in 2020 (LoRé, 2019). As for the USL, they just created a new league
within their league called USL League One. This new league now acts as the third
division of United States professional soccer and it created 10 teams across the United
States that competed in their first season starting in the Spring of 2019. This league acts
under the USL Championship League which currently consists of 36 teams and is the
largest professional soccer league in the United States (History, 2019). These league
expansions are also accompanied by an increase in fan attendance for games and fan
interest across the United States as a whole.
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For years now, fan interest has been increasing in the MLS and the USL.
According to Nielsen Sports Sponsorlink, there has been a 27% rise in interest in soccer
in the United States since 2012 (LoRé, 2019). The days of the MLS being seen as a
retirement league for foreign star players whose best playing days have passed has slowly
become a thing of the past (Strutner, Parrish, & Nauright, 2014). An increase in the
number of younger players from both Europe and South America has improved the
quality of the sport within the MLS (Rogers, 2018). Star players, as well as coaches, have
greatly impacted the popularity of the sport in the United States, but the long-term
success of the sport rides on the ability to maintain a high level of quality across the
league and that cannot be obtained through a few star players.
To the surprise of many, MLS average attendance rates from 2013-2018 ranked
8th in the world with 21,358. Atlanta United led this increase in attendance with an
average attendance rate of 51,547 within its first few years of play, putting them at the
10th best average attendance in the world (LoRé, 2019). The USL has also produced
record setting numbers for fan attendance over the past few seasons with a total of almost
3 million fans attending games through the regular season and post season in 2018 (USL,
2019). With the expansion of the league, the new teams were setting records from the
beginning; one of the new teams, New Mexico United, set a record for Week 1
attendance with a sellout crowd of 12,896. This spike in attendance across the league led
to a 29% increase in attendance from the 2018 opening weekend and a 55% increase
from 2017 (Sellout Crowds…, 2019). Clearly, soccer is capturing an ever-larger share of
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Americans’ interest, and with the U.S. hosting the 2026 FIFA World Cup, the biggest
soccer tournament in the world, that audience is on track to grow even bigger.
Social Identity Theory
Social identity theory was introduced by Tajfel (1978) and then developed further
by Tajfel and Turner (1979). This theory proposes that individuals categorize themselves
as belonging to various social groups, for example a fan base (Trepte & Loy, 2017). Stets
and Burke (2000) defined a social group as “a set of individuals who hold a common
social identification or view themselves as members of the same social category” (p.
225). The creation of social identity in some cases comes from demonstrating this
membership in a particular social group by associating oneself with a specific brand, or
set of brands, such as a specific team or even someone that is a part of that team (Carlson
& Donovan, 2013). In other words, individuals can choose to identify with an
organization on the whole (i.e., U.S. Soccer or Atlanta United), and/or an aspect of that
organization (i.e., U.S. Women’s National Team or Atlanta United’s MLS team,
respectively).
Sport often acts as a unique way of identifying due to the degree that one will
identify with a team, athlete, or organization. Dunning (1999) stated that “identification
with a sports team can provide people with an important identity-prop, a source of ‘wefeelings’ and a sense of belonging in what would otherwise be an isolated existence” (p.
6). Sport identification can play a vital role in the understanding of one’s self and one’s
self in specific community contexts. Hedlund (2014) stated that co-creation of value
during sporting events occurs when sport organizations, fans, and other parties
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collaborate and create relationships. Sociologists have postulated that the social worlds
and opportunities for collective identity that are inherent in sport raise it to a higher level
of social importance (Gibson, Willming, & Holdnack, 2002). Being a part of this unique
community is something that the fans take pride in because of their groups’ unique ethos
(Decrop & Debraix, 2010). Fans develop a sense of a “we” feeling with those around
them through relationships that are formed and, in turn, a sense of belonging.
While identification can link someone to a group, it can also cause them to
identify with a person or multiple people within a group. For example, people sometimes
identify with an athlete based on the athlete’s brand. There is a lack of research in
studying this form of identification within sport, but the literature that exists suggests that
media, oral communication, impression management, social agents and/or team, or sport
can help fans develop awareness and positive associations with those athletes (Hasaan,
Kerem, Biscaia, & Agyemang, 2016). Whether identifying with a club, team, or athlete,
sport identification is able to generate its own social identities that include patterns of
time allocation, expenditures, family relationships, and norms (Gillespie, Leffler, &
Lerner, 2002).
Performance
In a similar vein to things discussed in social identity is performance identity. The
concept of “performance” was coined by Erving Goffman in his book, The Presentation
of Self in Everyday Life. Goffman (1959) defined a performance as “the activity of an
individual which occurs during a period marked by his continuous presence before a
particular set of observers and which has some influence on the observers” (p. 13). There
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are several aspects of a performance that must be acknowledged. The front is the first
aspect and it is the aspect of a performance that is particular to a certain audience. The
second is the setting, any background that is involved in the performance. This
background can consist of specific locations, lay-outs, or props in the area. The next
aspect is the appearance of the performer, which can include signifiers of status to the
audience such as clothing or other aspects of physical appearance. Finally, there is the
manner which acts to signify the role that the audience should expect of the performer.
These performances take place constantly in people’s everyday lives, even when
they are exuding their fandom for their team. Sports fans, especially supporters, enact
certain types of performances to signify their support for each other and the club for
which they cheer. Supporters’ performances are often dramatized by highly visual
imagery, dramatic sound, and extraordinary settings (Chun, Gentry, & McGinnis, 2005).
These performances can be seen through actions such as singing, chanting, waving flags,
or even simply wearing the club’s colors. This induces participants to articulate symbolic
meanings related to the ritual.
BIRGing and CORFing
Other concepts related to identification that are heavily researched in sports are
basking-in-reflected-glory (BIRGing) and cutting-off-reflected-failure (CORFing)
(Billings, Delvin, & Brwon, 2016; Campbell, Aiken, & Kent, 2004; Spinda, 2011; Wann
& Branscombe, 1990). Identification with a group has important implications for one’s
self-esteem (Wann & Branscombe, 1990). The main assumption of the concept BIRGing
is that when a fan’s team is doing well, they will often identify more with that team
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through behaviors such as wearing the team’s colors, discussing previous games, and
specifically using the term “we” when doing so. The goal of BIRGing is to enhance the
fan’s ego. The goal of CORFing is to protect the fan’s ego: Fans will avoid association
with a losing (or poorly-perceived) team and will use the term “they” when discussing
previous games or other topics about the team. Billings, Delvin, and Brown (2016)
applied these concepts to the fan identifications that were seen in the 2014 FIFA World
Cup, specifically looking at the identification of fans to the U.S. Men’s National Team
(USMNT). They found that the level of consumption of the tournament was directly
related to one’s fan identification with the USMNT; the more one viewed, the more they
were identified with the team. They also found that these highly-identified fans were less
likely to partake in CORFing when the USMNT was eliminated from the tournament.
Although this study shows relationships between BIRGing, CORFing, and fan identity,
more research is needed to further these findings, especially as it relates to fans’
understanding of their own reactions and experience.
Fan Consumption
A large amount of research has been focused on sport consumption behavior
(Parry, Jones, & Wann, 2014) and loyalty, as well as pride (Decrop & Derbaix, 2010).
Hunt, Bristol, & Edward Bashaw (1999) even defined sport fans as “an enthusiastic
devotee of some particular sports consumptive behavior” (p. 440). Fan consumption can
be seen through the purchasing of paraphernalia, attending events, supporting the team
through their conversations with others (in person or on social media) and in many other
ways. Often their actions are the things that identify them with the team or organization.
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All of these actions are used in a way that allows fans to satisfy a very diverse and
complex range of needs (Wann, Melnick, Russell, & Pease, 2001). One of these needs is
a sense of membership. Hedlund (2014) found that fans often collaborate while
consuming sporting events in person to co-create the experience and feel that sense of
membership and belonging.
Organizational Identification Theory
Literature suggests ambiguity as to what organizational identity means (Cheney,
Christensen, & Dailey, 2014). Although organizational identity is considered a specific
form of social identification (Haslam, Postmes, & Ellemers, 2003) there are multiple
approaches to understanding and defining organizational identity. Ashforth and Mael
(1996) defined organizational identity as “unfolding and stylized narratives about the
‘soul’ or essence of the organization” (p. 21). On the other hand, van Riel and Balmer
(1997) defined organizational identity as something that is solid, planned, shaped, and
manufactured. Albert and Whetten (1985) believed identity to be the center of an
organization that shapes its choices and helps to maintain its integrity. In most
organizational communication scholarship, membership is viewed as paid, full-time, and
permanent employment (Cheney et al., 2014). The type of identification of organizational
identification that I explore in the current study suggests that, with a sports team in
particular, fans of a sports team(s) see themselves as members of an organization and not
just consumers of the product (e.g., Heere & James, 2007).
Multiple factors may influence an individual’s reasoning for identifying with a
specific organization, team, or group. For fans, organizational identification with a team
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can occur when an individual’s beliefs about his or her team become self-referential or
self-defining (Pratt, 1998). This identification typically occurs through one of two
different ways, affinity or emulation (Foster & Hyatt, 2007). Affinity occurs when the fan
believes that the organization is similar to them in any particular way (i.e., endorsements
of ideas that they hold as well). Emulation occurs when the reverse occurs and the fans
begin to adopt the beliefs of the organization. These types of identification are often
related back to specific organizational attributes and not the entire organization as a
whole (Cheney et al., 2014). Gossett (2002) found that only wanting stakeholders to
identify with some aspects of the organization is a desirable situation in some instances
This means that is often understood that people do not always identify the same way with
an organization and therefore the ability to only identify with some aspects allows for
more opportunities for organizational identification.
Heere and James (2007) suggested that the identification with a team is also
greatly impacted by the external groups with which the team is associated. Specifically
within sports, geographic location of the team and their connection to the external group
of that city or region is a major influence on identification. This can also be seen in
Rooney’s (1974) study for which it was found that many supporters were proud of the
city or region where they live and therefore identified with the team that is located in that
region and this phenomenon is called “Glory of the Town.” This concept suggests that
fans do not only identify with a team, but also with the community that it represents as
well and that team can provide a symbolic representation of other aspects of social or
community life (Heere & James, 2007; Rooney, 1974).
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This representation of a geographical area can occur through team chants, logos,
colors, and names that are created by the organization or the fans. The use of these
chants, logos, colors, and names by the fans demonstrates how fans can use their
behaviors and fan consumption to show their connection and identification with the
geographical area through their identification with the team and/or club. This enacting of
identification is encouraged by organizational identification as a whole due to the fact
that actual, or even perceived, organizational identification creates a sense of loyalty and
devotion that, in turn, impacts the actions and behaviors of the individuals, in this case
the fans (Foster & Hyatt, 2007).
Pratt (1998) stated that one of the most frequently discussed reasons for
organizational identification is the need that one has for belonging and affiliation. This
concept is supported by the definition that Mael and Ashforth (1992) proposed. They
defined organizational identification as the “perception of oneness with or belongingness
to an organization” (Mael & Ashforth, 1992, p. 104). The need for belonging and
affiliation can be fulfilled through the identification one can have with a team or club.
When fans believe that the team or club endorses their beliefs or ideas, they feel this
sense of belonging and that need for connectedness is fulfilled (Foster & Hyatt, 2007).
This belonging and connectedness to an organization is something that is continuously
being studied, but research has traditionally focused less on becoming identified with an
organization and more on the sense of being identified (Glynn, 1998).
Supporter Groups
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Research surrounding supporter groups, some of the most identified groups of
sports fans, found that fans and clubs struggle to exist independently (Dixon, 2011). The
two entities are therefore connected at a level that requires that neither be overvalued at
the expense of the other. Scholars have been researching supporter groups throughout
Europe and other areas of the world for decades, specifically within the realm of football
(also known as soccer in the United States).
Supporter groups were not always as appreciated as they are now, as Russell
(1997) discussed when noting that fans in the 1980s in England were neglected due to the
clubs stereotyping them with bad behavior. This led to the creation of the Football
Supporters’ Association (FSA), an independent organization for soccer supporters in
England where they were able to become more involved with both club and community.
The creation of the Independent Supporter Associations (ISAs) followed, and provided
fans with a greater opportunity to partake in the team’s affairs (i.e. setting prices or
creating the match day atmosphere). Soon after the creation of these two entities, they
combined to create Supporter’s Direct (Jaquiss, 2000). The goal of this organization was
to counteract the control that was held by clubs’ management over the supporters. Smith
(2000) took a historical approach to gaining a better understanding of how supporter
culture works and has evolved over the years to become more inclusive, as it is today.
There have been several types of supporters found in research done in Europe and
England. Pietersen (2009) talked about two of these supporter types: Roligans and
Hooligans. Roligans are defined as supporters that are more commonly associated with
national teams and can be identified by their social behavior and creative events.
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Hooligans are the most well-known supporter types and are defined as supporters who
are commonly focused on local clubs and are known for the vibrant atmospheres that they
often create at games due to their high levels of passion and excitement. Another type of
supporter was defined by Roversi (1994) when discussing ultras in Italy who add another
layer to supporter culture by also typically being aligned through political parties, as well
as through their community’s football club.
These different types of supporters may differ in definition, but similarities are
often found in their drive to support their teams through their actions. These actions can
be seen as singing, chanting, and creating flags, among other things. Scholars have begun
to research these actions in the European and English contexts. Kyto (2011) studied
solely the sounds (singing and chants) of the Carsi supporter group in Turkey, where
soccer plays a vital role in their lives, in order to better understand the culture of the
group. Power (2011) aimed to gain a better understanding of the use of singing within the
English Premier League due to the important role that singing plays in that context.
Supporter groups have been studied across multiple contexts, but yet to be studied
within the context of professional soccer in the United States. Supporter groups often
have their own distinct identities, but the commonalities that exist within them are many.
Supporters are a passionate, loyal, and integral aspect to the success of soccer clubs
around the world, even in the United States.

Atlanta United
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MLS has been expanding since its first season in 1996. In 2014, one of the cities
that was awarded an expansion team was Atlanta, GA. The team began play in the 2017
season under the ownership of Arthur Blank, who also owns the Atlanta Falcons, the
city’s National Football League (NFL) team (“United”, 2019). In their first season, they
were able to set multiple attendance records in the MLS including single match,
postseason, and season average. As for performance, Atlanta United qualified for
postseason play with the second-most goals in MLS through the regular season (Weiner,
2017). In their next season, their success only improved.
In 2018, Atlanta United broke MLS records again by breaking their previous
season records with a total of 901,033 fans across 17 games and a season average of
53,002 (Rodriguez, 2018). This improvement off the field was accompanied by
improvement on the field as Atlanta United won the 2018 MLS Cup, defeating the
Portland Timbers. In their most recent season, they were unable to beat their average
attendance from the previous year and remained at 52,520, but they topped their previous
single-match attendance with 72,548 fans coming out to support the team against the LA
Galaxy (Catanese, 2019). This team has also become affiliated with the USL team
Atlanta United 2, which was created by the Atlanta United organization (or club as it is
known in soccer terminology). The USL included the Atlanta United 2 team in their 2018
expansion. The team is also located in Atlanta, but plays its matches at a different
stadium. With this second team located in the USL as well, Atlanta United has been able
to take part in the growth of professional soccer as a whole and not just within the MLS.
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The creation and branding of Atlanta United was based around the city of Atlanta
and its history. Each element of the logo represents different aspects of the city as well as
the club’s ties to the community. The description of the logo and the meaning of each of
its parts can be found on their website’s “About the Club” page. There is a description of
the logo’s circle as representation of the city’s “Olympic heritage” and “never-ending
passion for the city and the club”. There is also a description of the “Five Stripes”, stating
that they tie into the city’s railroad history, as well as represent their five pillars of
character; unity, determination, community, excellence, and innovation.
Their connection to the community does not stop here as they have webpages for
both their fans and their supporter groups on the team’s official website. This inclusion
was also taken a step further when Atlanta United announced the reservation of the
number 17 for the supporters shortly before their first game ever played. This gesture was
made to signify the inclusion and importance of the supporters in the creation of Atlanta
United in 2017. A statement by the club’s president, Darren Eales, can be found on their
website regarding the importance of this number retirement:
The supporters have always been the most important and fundamental
aspects of Atlanta United and they’ve been part of the excitement of
this journey building the club as we approach the 5th of March, our
first-ever game. They’re an integral part of the squad so we felt it was
only appropriate that they should have a number that is theirs alone.
(Rossitch, 2017)
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The inclusion of their fans, their city, and the community as a whole is something that is
visible across Atlanta United’s website, as well as their social media platforms,
demonstrating their aim to unify.
For the purpose of this study, the fans of Atlanta United were the focus,
specifically Resurgence, one of the club’s official supporter groups. Atlanta United has
four official supporter groups—Resurgence, Footie Mob, Terminus Legion, and The
Faction—that can be found on their official club website. Supporter groups are vital to
the success of soccer clubs as they are the fans that truly lead the charge in supporting
their team. Regarding their supporter groups, the Atlanta United website states:
The Supporter Section’s purpose is to be your worst nightmare and
our secret weapon. It is the engine, the driving force behind the ATL
every day, and the heart of game-day. Here, we support and promote
all things Atlanta United.
The Supporter Section is the heartbeat of the stadium, where
the ATL is brought to life by its most passionate fans. Together, we
strive to create the loudest, most creative, most passionate and
stunning, gritty yet flashy sporting experience in North American
soccer.
Unite and Conquer. (“Supporter Groups”, 2020)
Through this research project, I hope to gain a better understanding of these
passionate fans who are said to be the driving force behind Atlanta United. By gaining a
better understanding of their lived experiences it was my goal to fill the gap in both
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scholarship and the industry that exists in the United States around supporter groups within
the MLS. This led me to my research question:
RQ: How do fan club members understand their Atlanta United fan experience?
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS
To thoroughly be able to understand and describe the creation of fan identity of
Atlanta United fans through social identification and organizational identification it was
essential for me use a qualitative methodological approach for this study. The creation of
an identity is a complex and ever-evolving process and therefore required the perspective
and voice of participants in order to comprehend their experiences and subjective truths.
Qualitative research aims to construct a complex and holistic picture, examine the use of
words, and provide an account of a detailed view of participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Pursuing a phenomenological design enabled me to focus on participants’ understandings
of their own experiences and beliefs about the meaning of their identification. In this
study, I sought to understand the particularities of participants’ experiences and the
subjectivity of their accounts of experiences (Creswell, 2013).
To achieve an in-depth understanding of the participants’ lived experiences as
fans of Atlanta United, I conducted a phenomenological study using semi-structured
interviews. The purpose of a phenomenological study is to explore and explain the
meaning of shared lived experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Phenomenology aims to
focus on the commonalities found between participants’ lived experiences by focusing on
the meanings that the participants create surrounding these lived experiences.
Phenomenology allows the essence of the lived experience to emerge by giving a voice to
the participants themselves and therefore generating a unique insight into the studied
phenomenon (Groenwald, 2004). Lyotard (1991) stated that experience is the sole source
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of all knowledge. It is through the understanding of these lived experiences that I was
able to further the knowledge that surrounds the concept of fandoms within professional
soccer in the United States. Specifically, within this research, I aimed to understand the
lived experience of Resurgence supporter group members as a whole and how they define
and frame their fan experiences in terms of their identification and support of the club
Atlanta United.
Reflexivity
Soccer has played a major role throughout my life as I have played the sport since
I was 5 years old and participated on countless teams throughout the past 16 years. My
participation has occurred on recreational teams, high school teams, club teams and even
on the national level. I have also been a fan of multiple soccer teams throughout the
world and within the United States, attending matches both in England and in the United
States. While playing soccer I developed a true love for the sport, and it is for this reason
that I am highly invested in the success of this sport in the United States. My lived
experiences with the sport are what led to my desire to research fans of a professional
soccer club within the United States with the goal of gaining intimate understanding.
Within my research I shared my background, experiences, love for the game and
goals of my research with my participants in order to garner trust from them and elicit
more meaningful conversation. Berger (2015) stated that reflexivity from a researcher
that is similar to their participants can increase the amount of information that the
participants are willing to share. This is an example of how reflexivity can demonstrate
the interactive nature of interviews in which the researcher’s and participant’s

24

perceptions of each other and their respective experiences can impact the nature and the
outcome of an interview (Hsiung, 2008). Acknowledging these findings in regards to
impact of reflexivity, I relied upon my identity as a soccer player and fan of the sport to
both gain knowledge and better understand my participants from an insider perspective.
Culture of Interest
The phenomenon of interest that my study focused on was the essence of the
experience of Atlanta United’s Resurgence Supporter group members. Atlanta United, as
a club, has experienced great success since its creation in 2017. As discussed in the
literature review Atlanta United has achieved success both on and off the field, setting
records for attendance and winning an MLS championship within its first few years of
existence. With a total of 901,033 fans filling Atlanta United’s stadium over 17 games
and an average attendance of 53,002 (Rodriguez, 2018). Members of supporter groups
are consistent attendees of the games who act as the driving force behind the vibrant
game day atmosphere. Defined as the “heartbeat” by the club, these fans are some of the
most loyal, passionate fans of Atlanta United. The combination of a passionate fan group
and a young, growing, and successful MLS club provided a unique opportunity to study a
professional soccer supporter group in their early stages with a successful club, a topic
that has not been researched within the context of United States professional soccer.
Participants
Participants in this study were members of an officially sanctioned supporters
group of Atlanta United called Resurgence. Atlanta United has four officially sanctioned
supporter groups: Footie Mob, Resurgence, Terminus Legion, and The Faction.
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Resurgence’s mission statement states that their goal is to create a “rowdy and passionate
in-match, Supporter’s Section, experience” while also motivating “members to sing
original songs and wave hand-made flags” (“Supporter Groups”, 2020). I chose to study
Resurgence because they represent the supporter group cultures that have typically been
researched across Europe and England. The level of fandom that members of an official
supporter group, such as Resurgence, exude provides a unique opportunity to understand
some of the most highly identified fans of Atlanta United. The “hardcore” and
“hooligan-istic” nature of these fans often acts as a driving force for setting the tone for
the experience of a game as a whole. Understanding this population is vital to
understanding the experience of being around Atlanta United.
When contacting members of Resurgence, I emailed the group using the email
that was found on their website and asked for assistance in recruiting participants for this
study. I then provided my contact information to the organizational leaders with a link to
a Google Form that asked the participants several questions. First, the form asked if they
were members of Resurgence, then inquired about the number of Atlanta United games
that they attend, and concluded by asking if they would like to participate in the study. If
they chose to participate, they were then asked to provide an email address as their
contact information. Once I received an email address from a surveyed potential
participant, I sent them a personalized email thanking them for their participation and
asked to set up a time for the interview, preferably over a video call. Out of the 26
responses to the Google Form, 19 Resurgence members provided their email addresses.
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All 19 members were contacted, of which 9 agreed to complete an interview with me (see
Appendix A).
All contact information that was obtained through this recruitment processes was
stored in a password-protected Google Drive file. I was the only person who accessed
their contact information; it was only used for research purposes and then deleted after
the research process was completed.
Data Collection
In this research study, I used semi-structured interviews to collect the necessary
data for understanding this phenomenon. Semi-structured interviews rely upon a guide
prepared in advance by the researcher that includes questions and topics that need to be
covered in a loosely guided conversation with participants (Harrell & Bradley, 2009).
This method allowed me, as the researcher, to ensure that all aspects of the phenomenon
were covered while also allowing the participants to cover topics that they felt were
important and should be discussed. Longhurst (2003) supported this concept by stating
that “semi-structured interviews unfold in a conversational manner offering participants
the chance to explore issues they feel are important” (p. 103). Therefore, through the
process I began the interviews by following the discussion guide, but allowed the
conversation with the participant to flow freely and allowed them to develop their own
topics and thoughts surrounding their experience(s).
The discussion guide contained several open-ended questions and sub-questions
about participants’ experiences as fans of Atlanta United, as well as their involvement
with soccer as a whole (see Appendix B). Although this was the structure of the guide to

27

begin the study, it evolved through the interview process to include more questions about
their opinions on different aspects of the club such as the team, president, and front
office. An example of this evolution could be seen when I added a question to the
discussion guide about the participants’ viewpoints of their responsibility or privilege to
support the team/organization. This question was developed early on in the research
process as many of the participants voiced their concerns with the organization, while
also discussing their love for supporting the team. Kvale (1996) asserted that qualitative
research is more concerned with being attuned to the participant than with following the
same set of questions for every participant. For this reason, as the interviews were
conducted and themes began to emerge, I allowed the discussion guide to evolve in effort
to include topics that the participants were choosing to discuss, which further prioritized
participants’ voices and experiences throughout the research process rather than relying
solely on my own assumptions.
There were also two questions that were based on pictures that related to the
organization. The participants were asked what the first thing that came to mind was
when looking, or thinking, about these pictures. One of the pictures was of the Atlanta
United logo and the other one was a picture of a sold-out crowd at an Atlanta United
game in Mercedes-Benz stadium (see Appendix C). Novak (2010) stated that “visuality
remains a key aspect in engaging and understanding the social world” (p. 293). Through
the use of photos in the interview process I hoped to engage the participants at a deeper
level by allowing them to visualize certain aspects of their experience. Photos were not
only used by myself, but one participant felt so strongly about the visuality of one aspect
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of their experience that they chose to share it with me on their own accord. Other
participants chose a different route in terms of visualizing their experience by wearing
Atlanta United shirts to the interview or placing other Atlanta United possessions in the
background.
Before any data was collected, I obtained IRB approval to interview human subjects.
Once IRB approval was obtained, a majority of the interviews were conducted over a
video call (7 of the 9), while the other two were conducted over the phone. The mode in
which the interview was conducted was dependent on the participants’ preferences and
availability. In accordance with IRB, the consent forms were presented to the participant
before the interview began in order to inform them of the goals of the study and specific
information about the participation process. After nine interviews with Resurgence
members, data saturation was achieved with confidence, as I learned no new ideas
emerged in conversation during the interviews (Francis et al., 2010).
These interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed simultaneously using a
website called Otter.ai. Throughout the interviews, I took notes as to what words, actions,
and emotions stood out while the participant was speaking, as well as their surroundings
and the clothes that they chose to wear. Upon completion of each interview, I read
through the transcripts to edit them, and moved them to my password protected Google
Drive and stored under pseudonyms that I asked the participants to choose for
themselves. The decision to allow the participants to choose their pseudonyms was done
in order to keep the focus of each aspect of the research on the participants’ voices and
their experiences. The participants choosing their pseudonyms also allowed me to
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achieve anonymity while also allowing the participants to own their individuality, and
unique experiences. This was seen when several participants chose the names that they
had printed on the back of their Atlanta United jerseys. This choice, in and of itself,
represented an intriguing aspect of the level of identification that could be seen with some
of the participants.
Data Analysis
Throughout the analysis process I took the interpretive phenomenological analysis
(IPA) approach due to its emphasis on the importance of describing and interpreting the
personal meaning of a particular experience or major significance (Smith et al., 2018).
According to Larkin, Eatough, and Osborn (2011) stated that in an IPA detailed and rich
data are taken from small numbers of cases, so that they can be “adequately situated,
described, and interpreted” (p. 330). In accordance with the procedures associated with
IPA, I aimed to explore the participants experience or understanding of their experience
by using an inductive process and focusing on the interpretation of meaning.
Once the interviews were completed, I analyzed my notes, audio recordings, and
interview transcriptions through a coding process in which a summative, salient, essencecapturing, and/or evocative attribute is assigned to aspects of the interviews (Saldaña,
2013). These codes were assigned to words, phrases, or even actions of the participants.
Charmaz (2001) believed that coding is the “critical link” between data collection and the
explanation of meaning. This coding process already began during the interviews as I
took notes, also known as memoing. Memoing is the first step in the coding process
where the first level of analysis of the data begins. The coding process was also
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conducted while I was listening to the recordings of each interview and reading the
accompanying transcripts after all of the data was collected. This process allowed me to
hear the participants’ voices (i.e., tone and emotion) while also focusing on the words
that they chose to use; it also allowed me to make any corrections needed in the
transcript. In accordance with IPA, I listened to the recordings multiple times to ensure
that a holistic sense of the participants’ experience was being gained (Smith et al., 2018).
Rubin and Rubin (1995) stated that it is vital to pay attention to the participants’ words,
as there is a reason behind every story that is told. The understanding of the participants’
lived experiences is found through the understanding of their words, and it is for that
reason that this type of coding process was employed.
Throughout this coding process, themes and relationships therein began to take
shape. Thematic analysis is a method that systematically identifies, organizes, and offers
insight into patterns of themes and meanings across a data set (Braun & Clarke, 2012).
These themes included both narrow and broad units of data in order to ensure that both
the broad meanings are understood and the significant statements are heard (Creswell,
2013). There are multiple steps in thematic analysis: familiarizing oneself with the data,
generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing potential themes, defining and
naming themes, and producing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2012).
In accordance with these steps, I followed a specific process of coding. First, I
familiarized myself with the data by listening to the recordings while reading the
transcriptions multiple times through and generating initial codes through a second set of
memoing. After combing through the data multiple times, I looked at the notes that I took
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and aspects of the interviews that I marked to identify themes. Throughout this process of
identifying themes, I also compared my findings within each interview to each other and
identified the combination of themes or the appearance of reoccurring themes. This
process followed the constant comparative method in which similarities and differences
are noted across findings in order to increase precision and consistency while also
reducing bias (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Fusch and Ness (2015) discussed that it is
important for bias to be acknowledged throughout both data collection and analysis due
to the impact that mitigating one’s biases can have on determining saturation. Therefore,
through the acknowledgement and mitigation of my biases by putting the participants’
voices at the forefront of the study, it was determined that saturation was reached.
Saturation occurs when no new coding can be done and no new themes are emerging
(Fusch & Ness, 2015).
The themes were then defined by the words of the participants. In order to reduce
bias and my voice in the research I relied on the words of the participants to develop the
themes across the interviews by using their words to develop a name for them. This
allowed for even more of an emphasis to be placed on the importance of the participants’
voices. Finally, I combined the data in a way that portrays the meanings and themes
found from the data with the participants’ voices and their stories in mind.
Commitment to Quality
It is the goal of all researchers to conduct a quality study and therefore, through
all steps of my research process, I focused on the quality of research that I conducted.
Tracy (2010) proposed eight criteria for a quality study: worthy topic, rich rigor,
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sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution, ethics, and meaningful
coherence. In order to adhere to these standards for a qualitative study I kept these criteria
in mind throughout my research process. In order to achieve the standard of rich rigor
that is set forth by Tracy (2010) I followed the IPA approach that focuses on utilizing rich
data and spending an immense amount with the data to be able to fully explore the
experiences of my participants. Credibility was achieved through the use of
multivocality, the inclusion of multiple, varied voices in both the analysis and the result,
as defined by Tracy (2010). Multiple participants’ voices were displayed under each
theme that was developed and then discussed in the results section.
Another way that I aimed to achieve these criteria was through my reflexivity. As
discussed previously, I am very involved in the soccer community in the United States.
While I certainly relied upon these soccer experiences to create meaningful rapport with
the participants, which allowed them to trust and be comfortable with me, I also
bracketed my experience as necessary to ensure that my focus remained on the
participants’ voices and not my own. By acknowledging that I have prior experiences and
beliefs that relate to this topic I was able to enhance the accuracy of the research and
therefore the credibility of the findings (Berger, 2015).
One of strengths of qualitative research is the opportunity to discover the
underlying values, beliefs, and assumptions of a group of people. Through qualitative
research, we are able to explore the driving reasons behind behavior (Choy, 2014). Tracy
(2010) stated that, “We can best appreciate high-quality methods by embodying the
methods ourselves, vicariously studying the dilemmas of others, and seeking advice
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along the way” (p. 849). Considering my previous experiences with qualitative research,
and with the help of my peers and advisors, I was able to ensure that all questions were
answered and all boxes were checked. It is through these actions that I ensured that my
research was of high quality.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS
The goal of my research was to gain a better understanding of how fans of Atlanta
United identify with the club/team. With the immense success that the team has
experienced both on and off the field since its inception 4 years ago, I aimed to use this
research to better understand how this success was created and experienced from the
fans’ perspective. The research question that guided my study was: How do supporter
group members understand their Atlanta United fan experience?
After conducting interviews, editing transcriptions, applying the constant
comparative method of analysis, and coding for recurring themes, seven themes emerged.
I divided these themes into two broad categories, Unity and Disunity. The themes that
comprise the Unity category represent major areas of certainty and similar viewpoints by
a majority of the participants that were discussed during their interviews. They are: 1)
Connection to the City: the perception that participants had regarding how Atlanta United
bonded with the city of Atlanta and with the people of the city; 2) Engagement: the
participants perception of how Atlanta United was/is willing to engage with the
community; 3) Sense of Family and Home: the extent to which the participants’
characterized their feelings of closeness and comfort related to the team and to those
around them; 4) Performance: the importance of the enactment of their fandom through
actions, creation, and paraphernalia; 5) Recognition: the fulfillment and pride that the
supporter group members feel when they are acknowledged by Atlanta United and their
members.
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The themes that comprise the Disunity category are based on major areas of
uncertainty and a range of viewpoints that were discussed by the participants. They are:
1) Front Office Relations: the spectrum of perceptions of how relations are handled by
the front office of Atlanta United with their supporter groups; 2) Inter-Group Relations:
the spectrum of perceptions of interactions between the different supporter groups; 3) The
Future: the uncertainty of how the team’s fan base will look in the future. The findings in
this study aim to further knowledge in sport communication, as well as internal and
external organizational communication.
Unity
Atlanta is a city of transient residents that come from all over the U.S. and the
world. One goal of Atlanta United is to unite these communities behind this organization
and team. These themes demonstrate the unity that participants feel from their
identification with the team, as well as the unity that they both feel and see.
Connection to the City
“Overall the city can unify behind one team that they can call their own even though
they're from all over the world.” -

Turco

Atlanta United was able to develop a connection to the city that many
participants, up until the team’s creation, were unable to find. The participants who were
born and raised in Atlanta often joked that they were the proud few or the rarity and
throughout the interview would discuss how Atlanta United has been able to create those
connections that have been missing for so many transients, to both the city itself and the
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people around them. Beans discussed this phenomenon through the lens of sports team
affiliations by stating:
And so to see that all of those fans are coming together to support
Atlanta because they wanted it [Atlanta United]. It's not like they were
against the Falcons or Braves or whatever. It's just that they already
had their football team. They had their baseball team, they already
had their basketball team. “I don't need yours. Yeah, I live here but I
gotta keep my roots,” but they didn't have roots in a soccer team.
These roots that were discussed by Beans were also acknowledged by other participants,
and the lack of roots in a soccer team is something that they felt Atlanta United was
really able to take advantage of to be able to connect their fans to the city.
At the time that Atlanta United began there was not a very big MLS presence
across the country and therefore people who were moving to Atlanta did not have a
previous MLS affiliation, like they might have with some of the other professional sports.
Bastian elaborated on this topic:
A lot of people who came to Atlanta from, say, Pittsburgh or
something like that might have been a fan of the Pirates or the Steelers
and stuff like that. They're not going to connect to any other Atlanta
team. Pittsburgh does not have an MLS team. I actually know a lot of
Pittsburgh Steelers fans that are diehard Atlanta United fans, they’re
transplants here, and so it was a way for them to connect to the city
because they are here from the very beginning. So they're able to
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engage with it like this and they didn't have any prior commitments
to any other team. So they were able to find something that connected
them to the city.
This ability to market to those in the city started from the beginning when the team was
developing what they wanted their logo to be and what they really wanted to center the
organization around. The importance of this was discussed by Chase, who stated that
Atlanta United are “…building the club around the community and making sure that they
were involved from the start.”
The logo of Atlanta United and their nickname of “The Five Stripes” resonates
with the fans in the sense of the symbolized direct connection to the city and its history.
During the interviews, I showed participants the Atlanta United logo if it was over a
video call, or asked them to think about it if it was over the phone. When asked what the
first thing they thought of when they saw this, multiple participants automatically drew
the connection to the heart of the community and the city.
Beans focused on the idea of unity within the community when looking at the
logo: “I guess unity is what I think when I see those stripes. It's kind of like … different
lanes of people, but at the same time, we're all within the same circle.”
Other participants’ interpretations of this logo relate to the city’s railroad history.
L. John discussed this further:
Five stripes…Well, we're based off the rail lines. A lot of Atlanta
United has to do with railroads or building Atlanta United. I mean
everything from the goal sounds to everything almost. When they
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designed the logo, they incorporated a lot of different parts of the
Atlanta culture into their logo. So I've always loved it when they try
to incorporate more of the five stripes.
This direct tie to the community not only helped participants who live in Atlanta to connect
to the team, but also helped those who were born and raised in Atlanta as well. Bastian
discussed how he viewed the team and getting an MLS team:
I knew as soon as I had a team that I could connect with in Atlanta
that that was going to be the team that I followed… I had another guy
there [Augusta] that was the same as me. He knew that as soon as
Atlanta was getting a team that we were going to be all in on it.
Bastian also went on to state that it was a “good way that we’ve been able to reconnect to
the city”. These statements demonstrate that the connection to the city does not only
come for the people who are new to the area, but to the people who have lived their
whole lives in the area and have just wanted a new way to connect to the area that they
love.
With the importance of the logo and what it represents to this fan group, it has
become a vital part of the city as a whole. Sam B. discussed how Atlanta United focused
on bringing people of diverse backgrounds together and demonstrating this truly
“United” aspect:
I think that it's kind of this thing that especially if you drive around
Atlanta you see that logo everywhere. I mean, it's a huge city. I think
that it's more of a connection like, “Hey, we're buddies, like we all do
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the same thing, and we go to the same place, we cheer for the same
you know, Josef Martinez stuff.” So I mean it's the unity and
connection and the classic nature of it.
The presence of the logo across the city of Atlanta is abundant. Bastian discussed its
presence, not just on billboards or buildings, but with people: “But anywhere you go,
you're going to see that logo. The United crest, people are wearing it. Baseball hats. All
over the city. Everybody has the car magnets and stickers. People have their flags out and
stuff like that.”
These two statements demonstrate how it is not only the organization that is
putting their brand on the city, but the general public and fans are doing so as well.
This connection with the city and with the people who come from diverse
backgrounds or are Atlanta natives has been a vital part of the growth of Atlanta United.
It has spurred the organization into being more than just a team that represents a city,
according to Soulman, “That is the city.”
Engagement
“At least initially, in the beginning, I would say it was their willingness to get down and
engage with people where they were. It was, they had a commitment to be the kind of
team that people wanted to see, they committed to be the kind of team that people wanted
to engage with.”- Chase
Whenever discussing their fan experiences with Atlanta United the participants
often found themselves discussing instances in which they were able to participate in
special events, engage with the team, or interact with the Atlanta United’s president,
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Darren Eales. These moments of engagement were memorable and meaningful for each
of the participants.
Before play even began, Atlanta United’s team was visibly engaging with the
community through events in a number of locations. Veronica specifically appreciated
the accessibility of these events and how they were put on for the community.
I think their marketing team did such an incredible job with and, and
I'm sure it's not just their marketing team, but with really engaging the
community. They did a lot of events all over metro Atlanta, a lot of
meet and greets with the players, and so that was very cool because
you felt like you were being spoiled. Like you know here's this allstar player and you get to go, you know, take a picture with them and
get them to sign something. That's super cool. And then they were
doing it in locations that weren't closed off or exclusive.
Several participants mentioned their satisfaction with the efforts of the team to
engage with the community both at games and during outside events. L. John stated his
satisfaction with the efforts: “The management team, the president, the coaches, the staff
of Atlanta United. I found them to be very awesome. They're, they're always reaching out
to the fans.”
Specifically, the participants appreciated the accessibility of Eales, the president
of the club. They noted how unique it was to be able to engage with someone so high up
in the Atlanta United organization at each game and even at their tailgates. The overall
support that Eales shows for his supporter groups was mentioned by Sam B.:
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I think that there's no underestimating how important Darren Eales
is to the club, the president. He has like a set of like, mantras. And I
think that his biggest thing is, number one thing, is to never take
your supporters for granted.
He went on to discuss how Eales comes down to the goal area with his director of game
day operations during games and how this small action really gets everyone excited. This
engagement was something that participants often viewed as uncommon or rare in the
world of sports, making it even more engaging and exciting. Bastian compared this
experience to his with the Atlanta Falcons, the American football team in Atlanta: “The
fact that Darren Eales walks through all the tailgates, it's like to me to have an executive,
Rich McKay for the Falcons—never seen that dude anywhere, you know?”
Bastian has never had that level of engagement with any of the other teams that he
is a fan of, and it showed him how Atlanta United went out of their way for their
supporters. These acts that the supporters felt that Atlanta United did not have to do—but
were much appreciated— often came up in stories that the participants told about their
experiences as an Atlanta United fan.
L. John talked about a time when he found out that the club was giving out new
flags at some pop up events across Atlanta, but because he lived in Greenville, he was not
able to get one of the flags. He decided to email the front office to ask how to get one of
the “cool” new flags. He was shocked when they responded by asking for his mailing
address in order to send him several flags of his own.
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Veronica shared a heartfelt story in which she brought a friend and two of their
daughters to an Atlanta United game against Orlando City SC, and one of the little girls
showed up in a red long-sleeve shirt with a Mickey Mouse on it, a character often
associated with Orlando City SC due to the proximity of Disney World. The little girl
was unaware of the relationship, but one of the people that worked in Atlanta United’s
front office that came up to the girls and took them to the “Golden Spike”, the gold
railroad spike located in front of the supporters where the players often come after games,
where they could take pictures. She then left and came back with a brand-new Atlanta
United T-shirt for the little girl with the Mickey Mouse shirt. She put on the shirt, which
hid the character but allowed the red sleeves to show. “(T)hat little thing made so much
of a difference,” said Veronica. “We were blown away.”
Soulman had a similar story: He was at an event where the team was doing an
autograph session, and a little girl and her family showed up as the players were leaving
the event. According to Soulman, the captain of the team at the time made the whole
team come back out and they gladly did everything that they could for her, as she was
very upset because she thought she had missed the event. They signed autographs and
even gave her and her family tickets to the next game. This event was a turning point in
his fandom of the team: “After seeing that I was just like, okay, that’s it. I’m an Atlanta
United fan. I’m in for it.”
Bastian had several stories that he was excited to share about the opportunities
that Atlanta United gave him to be included in events in ways he never imagined. The
first was when the team won their first MLS Cup in their second year of play and the club
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invited him to be a part of the parade through the city. Bastian explained what this
experience meant to him:
They could have just made it like any other parade where it's just, you
know, the bus has come through you're throwing beers at the players
and all that. But some of the most cherished things that I have are
things that you can't buy, like, you know, I have all the kits and I have
the jackets and the license plate and stuff like that. But I have a parade
credential from 2018 that says that I marched in the parade, and we
were directly in front of the team bus.
The following year, he was invited to go onto the field and help to unveil the
championship banner at Mercedes-Benz Stadium during their FC Cincinnati game as the
Resurgence representative. This moment was something that he said he will never forget:
We had to cut it down like the curtain with scissors and then they shot
off smoke. They did intros of each person and what they did. So
there's 70,000 people and I'm on the Halo Board getting ready to cut
down the first championship banner in Atlanta in 25 years. That was
pretty insane.
Bastian always made a point to say how none of those experiences were expected from
the club, and how appreciative he was of Atlanta United going out of their way to involve
him in these important events in Atlanta sports history. He sent me pictures of the
credentials from both of these events, and they are some of his most prized possessions
(see Appendix E).
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The appreciation for these actions was summed up by Veronica: “It's people that
go out of their way and so many people with Atlanta United have gone out of their way
for us. And I think that's why a huge part of why we love them so much.”
Sense of Family and Home
So, Resurgence is a family. Atlanta United is a family. Atlanta is a family. MLS is a
family. And it just goes on so many levels and it's very cool, it's very cool to be a part of,
it's been so rewarding.- Veronica
Eight of the nine participants explained how the connections they have made
because of Atlanta United have become so close that they would describe them as
“family” or Atlanta United as a “home”. The basis of this description always ties into the
sense of the strength from the connections that they have made with those around them in
their supporter group, with other fans, and with the team itself. This club and
organization have allowed people to develop connections with others that they thought
would never happen. Those relationships are something that some participants value over
the sport itself. Sam B. talked about this community aspect:
So I think that that for me, I kind of realize that it's, it's more the
community behind it and the relationships and the compassion, like
the shared experiences behind it. Versus like, watching the sport itself
for the sport. And granted like, I'll sit down and enjoy a game by
myself, but it's more about the connection with the people.
Chase also discussed his experience of becoming a fan of Atlanta United and member of
Resurgence as one that revolved around the relationships that he was able to form:
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Met a few people at a local bar where I was living at the time, they
introduced me to Resurgence and then I kind of fell in love and had it
become basically like my second family for a while and it still is. And
you know, and from there it was more about my connection with them
and my connection with the city and my connection with home, that I
felt love from it over really anything soccer fandom related.
From these relationships participants also felt accepted for who they are, and this
acceptance is often what took the relationships from a sense of friendship to a sense of
family. Chase also discussed how the Resurgence members that he had found this
connection with were able to “…accept me as I was, and ready to accept that everybody
else as they were.”
This sense of acceptance was also explicitly stated by Beans when discussing how
he found “another family” in Resurgence. He believes that his feelings about this kind of
acceptance are fairly agreed upon by all of the group:
One thing I've seen with Resurgence is that within Resurgence there
are a lot of people who basically say the same thing as I feel, like I
found a group who can just accept me for me and like this is just, you
know, we're all coming in here to kind of do the same thing and it's
great.
Soulman was able to elaborate on this sense of acceptance within Resurgence and Atlanta
United as a whole:
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I gotta say with Atlanta United the cultural part is like it you don't see
color, literally everyone is a buddy, everybody's a friend of a friend,
a buddy of a buddy. There's no one who is like "Oh, you're not good
enough for this or you're not so good enough that the culture is nice.”
Instead of believing that this acceptance is only found on one level with Resurgence,
Soulman believed that it can be found throughout the Atlanta United fandom, for example
at games when the “whole stadium is like everyone is united.”
This sense of family extends past the Resurgence group for some of the
participants. Veronica elaborated on the family she has found at every level within the
organization:
So, family, with the supporters, and especially within Resurgence.
We're family. And we have like a #RSGFam. We are very much
caretakers for one another. Also, family between us and the team
members, like the players. … I was talking about Josef how you know
he calls Atlanta his home, you know, he's not, I guess playing as a
South American player who wants to work his way somewhere and
leave in the immediate future. You know he's sticking around because
this is his home, now he's happy here. He's extremely successful. And
so, it's like he's part of our family.
This concept of home developed alongside this sense of family that is felt within
Resurgence and Atlanta United as a whole. Josef Martinez, Atlanta United’s star striker,
was a common talking point when discussing family and home because he has stated that
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he reciprocates that feeling with the fans and the city. According to Bastian, “[Martinez]
stated, "Atlanta means family," because there's a whole thing about how he connected to
the city and all that. And that just felt like when he said it, I think everybody just
connected to it.”
The extent to which Martinez has embraced the city and the community of Atlanta
has been a driving force in the fans’ love for him, according to Veronica:
Josef Martinez signing a five-year contract and saying, you know that
he's Atlanta, Atlanta is his home means so much to us. That's why we
call him the king, not only because of how extremely talented he is,
but because he calls our home his home, and he wants to be here.
Along with Martinez the participants often felt this connection to their “home” through
Atlanta United as well. When asked what they thought or felt when looking at a picture
of Mercedes-Benz Stadium filled with fans for an Atlanta United game, “home” was a
common response. Chase discussed how this setting of tens of thousands of people, even
with anxiety, is still able to feel like home:
Yeah, it's one of the few places I feel completely at home even though
it can literally be organized chaos. … I have severe anxiety: I don't do
well in large social groups except for ironically when I'm in the
middle of a few thousand people in the stands packed together
jumping and screaming and waving a flag, because I feel completely
at home there.
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This combination of comfort, acceptance, and this familial bond has allowed Chase to
truly embrace this setting as his home. Bastian said that this home is more than that to
him in a sense that he has experienced things he never thought he would in that building.
After explaining how Mercedes-Benz “feels like home” he said, “But I've seen two
championships now in that building. Which is pretty crazy. Both of them brought tears to
my eyes, which I didn't think would ever have happened to me.”
Chonky searched for the right words when trying to explain what that environment
and setting meant to her: “I don't even know how to quantify that. It's just home, You're
there with your 76,000-member family.”
Performance
“I mean after seeing firsthand, because I've never been to any real big probably soccer
game, the supporter groups are really the heartbeat. Every time you go, if they're not
singing, they're not cheering... It's nowhere near the energy of what it is.” - L. John
Being a fan of a team often allows people to create new relationships and
connections to their community, but it also allows them to be people that they never
thought they could be. There are different levels of performances that can take place from
the consumption and use of team merchandise, to their creations, and to their actions. The
consumption and display of merchandise could be seen in almost every video call that I
conducted. L. John was wearing an Atlanta United jersey and an Atlanta United hat,
Bastian was wearing an Atlanta United sweatshirt, as was Veronica, and Soulman had his
dry-cleaned Atlanta United jersey and several of his scarves hanging up behind him.
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This consumption of merchandise and team paraphernalia was also discussed by
participants as they used it to express their identification as a fan of the team. L. John
described that once he and his son attended a match, they became fans: “Yeah, like the
atmosphere was just excellent. The fan base was excellent. My son, he fell in love. He
walked out of the first game with his first uniform, his first kit. I walked out with my first
kit.”
This explanation came when we were discussing how he became a fan of Atlanta
United and this moment, when they purchased their first kits (uniforms) was that defining
moment of deciding that this was going to be their team. This purchase acted as a
signifier for their new-found fan identity. A similar story was told by Bastian from when
he went to Atlanta in 2016 after they had announced that the city was getting an MLS
team, “And while I was there, and knowing that I was gonna follow the team, that’s when
I bought my first Atlanta United kit.”
Veronica talked about her love for all things Atlanta United, from clothes to the
memorabilia from team events:
Half of the T-shirts in my wardrobe, which I love T-shirts, they are
all Atlanta United, you know, Atlanta United hoodies. I mean I
literally got a big container, after Christmas, when you know they all
go on sale, and I had to have a red top on it. There had to be red with
it for me to put all of my cool Atlanta United things in it. Because I
have like the newspapers and all of our original Resurgence patches,
you know I would get two of them so that I could always keep one.
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The wearing of uniforms as an indicator of fandom was discussed by Bastian when he
told the story of one of his first trips to a game for Atlanta United during their first
season:
We all got on the Marta and you know, it's just the whole entire train
packed. Everybody's wearing the five-stripe kit, the very first one and
a lady on the Marta asked me, “Why is everybody wearing an
American Family Insurance shirt? Is there a conference?” And I went
along with it. “Yeah, there's a conference. We're meeting at Bobby
Dodd.”
This type of showing for a team was not something that the people of Atlanta were used
to seeing and with the newness of the team, this large group of people stuck out to almost
everyone that they passed by. Their identifier? A red-and-black striped shirt.
Within supporter groups the use of objects to signify their identification often
goes beyond the team uniform that they wear on a regular basis. They often create items
for games, parades, and tailgates. These objects range from flags to tifos, which are
choreographed movements by fans to hold up banners, flags, or other materials to create a
larger image. The participants took great pride in creating these objects in their
Resurgence warehouse and demonstrating it to the players and spectators (see Appendix
G). This unique opportunity was discussed by Chase:
While at the same time I also got to work on giant tifos, I got to place
stuff in seats, I get to wave a giant 30-foot flag every weekend and it's
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like, there's not much that you can really do that's going to give you
the opportunity to do everything like that.
Turco also shared this sentiment when discussing how all of his and his fellow supporter
group members’ hard work is worth its short-lived fame:
But that's what creates that atmosphere and to do something that only
lasts, maybe like 60 seconds on TV, and you’re watching videos, “Oh,
that's cool.” You get to go into the stadium and you're laying foil down
to create stadium tifos for hours, it isn't something I would … say that
people will have fun doing, but seeing that one minute of people,
waving a flag or waving foil or that tifo coming up off the net. … I
take a lot of pride being involved because I have my hands on it.
This creation often ties into the actions that are taken by fans both at games and other
events that are related to the team. These actions are viewed as vital to creating the
amazing atmosphere that can be found at Atlanta United games. Some of these actions
were explained by multiple participants, while others viewed the opportunity to act in this
way as an escape for them, or a chance to really let loose. These actions not only take
place within the stadium, but also before the games begin. Bastian discussed how these
actions were something that drew him to Resurgence:
I wasn't in a supporter group, I was watching from outside of it all the
time, and I would see what they're doing over there with the flags and
the chanting and the drums, the tifos being raised, and I was kind of,
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I really wanted to get involved. And so we, Resurgence, does that
more than anybody.
The chance to act in such a way and partake in the demonstration of this type of fandom
was something Bastian wanted to be part of, and Resurgence and Atlanta United gave
him that opportunity. He talked about the actions that he participated in outside of the
stadium as well, such as “popping the red and black smoke” and even using a glitter
piñata. This opportunity was also something that Turco had waited a long time for:
It only took, you know, 27 years for me to get here where I can really
let loose and be the passionate fan I've always wanted to be and have
a club that I can go to all the time and every game, I try not to miss
any of them, bring flares and smoke and pyro, fireworks and create
these awesome tifos and just kind of let out that passion.
The demonstration of this passion is something that people only really get the chance to do
when they are a fan of this team, a part of Resurgence. This group and sport have allowed
them to truly be someone that they want to be. Chase discussed this when he was talking
about how happy he was to finally be able to participate in a fandom of this level:
Yeah, I mean don't get me wrong, I love the games, but it's a chance
to exercise like my theatricality, my artistry, my love for the city, my
love for sport…It's a lot more than just soccer. And I think that was
one of the things about the fandom of United that drew me in at first.
Everybody was already cutting free and just kind of being who they
needed to be for it and being who they wanted to be.
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The people who partake in these activities are not always the people that you would think
that they would be. Bastian described the groups of people that participate in these acts of
passion and fandom:
I mean…we've got very successful attorneys who come out and get
wild and play the drums and are in our drum line, but then it's just
like, they go back and they do you know, it's just a really interesting
mix of people, of all ages.
This level of passion is something that people are often astonished by when they walk
into the stadium on game days, and it is a different type of passion than that of fans of
any other sport in Atlanta. Soulman talked about his amazement from one of the first
times he was at an Atlanta United game:
I remember hearing this clap. And it was, at the time I didn't know it
was, the ATL clap, but it was just like, you heard the clap and “A”
echo. … I was like, “Okay, let me go see,” and just the whole entire
stadium from 300 [section] down to 100[section], every seat is filled.
No shame to the Atlanta Falcons, but the Falcons can't do that.
Overall, being a fan of soccer is viewed by participants as completely different than being
a fan of other sports, as Bastian explained:
It's just there's something about the game that just allows you to, and
encourages you to, be a different kind of fan. Like I said, in football,
you're yelling and screaming, but it's a different kind. And I think it
has different kind of passion in it. It's more of just a make noise rather
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than a, let's come up with chants. Let's focus on certain players. Let's,
you know, talk about unity and everybody getting together to help the
team rather than just it being, “Hey, let's make noise for the defense
to make it more difficult for the offense to hear.”
This sense of helping the team on the field through their actions in the stands is
something that several participants often discussed. Their impact on the game is often
what drives their actions. Chonky described this impact that they could have on the field
by stating that it is more than a spectator sport:
Honestly the involvement you feel like a part of it, you feel that
showing up and showing out and doing the drumming and the singing
and the chanting and the tifos and all that, that it matters, it's not just
like a spectator sport.
The cheering, the yelling, the chanting, the drums: Participants believe all of that has an
impact on the team, and the goal of the supporters is to help their team through these
actions. Bastian also elaborated on the impact that the supporters have on the team and
their success:
Soccer it's, … you just think that the players feed off of the songs that
I mean, just hearing the fans behind you. I mean, I don't know in my
U10 Premier matches, I don't remember if the crowd really gave me
a boost or not. But that's kind of, that's kind of my way of supporting
is … being a knowledgeable fan. But then also just kind of using …
your voice to support the guys on the pitch, or girls.
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This passion and visible support of the team through their actions is something that the
supporters take great pride in while also appreciating their opportunity to take part in it in
the first place.
The responsibility that the supporters feel to help the team was discussed by Turco
when he talked about his responsibility to help the person beside him let loose for even 20
minutes. He also believes that it is his responsibility to be the best supporter that he can be:
A lot of times I'm focused on just making noise and causing trouble.
That to me is like the background. That's my background as a
supporter, is to just walk out of there, covered in sweat, blown out
voice, jumped around so my knees or my legs are probably bloody
from when I fall, starting to bruise, like having mosh pits with friends
and just throwing people in the air, whatever it is.
Recognition
“If you watched the last game when everybody started singing for Martinez at seven
minutes and you can see the look on his face, you know that everything that you do in
there matters. It matters to them. There's a reason we're 17, that we got a number for the
team.” - Chonky
As discussed in the previous section, the fans act in the way that they do for the
team. Their goal is to help them as much as they can, to support them. All that they do
often goes unnoticed or taken for granted, but they remember times that they do receive
recognition and are not taken for granted. This recognition could come from the
organization, but it is especially meaningful when it comes from the players. This
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recognition, from either party, comes in many different forms. As noted in the opening
quote, the club even gave the supporters section a number, 17, just like other members of
the team in a way of incorporating them into the club and team itself. At an individual
level, some of the participants were included in the marketing for the team and therefore
their pictures were seen around the city or at certain events. Sam B. talked about how he
could be seen on multiple billboards across the city, and Veronica told a story from when
she went to Mercedes-Benz Stadium for an event:
So, the open house for Mercedes Benz Stadium, … I was there and I
look up and you know the screens they're astronomical, and I'm like
that, that's me. And this is after I've seen, …on smaller scales, like
Atlanta United would post a picture here and there. But I was the only
fan included on that running with Falcons players, Atlanta United
players, Falcons cheerleaders, a few musicians, and that's about it, and
then me. And I was like wow, OK this is, this is really cool.
She continued to say how this little bit of recognition through showing her picture along
with these other famous groups of people was something that kept her coming back.
Bastian showed immense appreciation for the recognition that he and his fellow
supporter group members have received over the years. He acknowledged that the club of
Atlanta United has done a good job showing that recognition of the importance of
supporter groups in multiple ways. One way is through the adoption of the term “Five
Stripes” by the club. According to Bastian, this term was something that the supporters
group actually developed:
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The Five Stripes for instance, never came from the team. They never
called themselves the Five Stripes. We picked it for them and United
doesn’t have a mascot, because we haven't figured one out for them.
This demonstrated the club’s recognition that the supporters group are vital to the organic
nature of the creation of the team’s identity. Club President Eales is also known for not
taking their supporters groups for granted. Sam B. appreciated this when discussing how
Eales talks about the supporter groups, “Darren Eales, I think calls the fans, ‘the lifeblood
of the team’.” The description of the fans as the “lifeblood” of the team demonstrates the
level of importance that is put on them and the role that they play in creating success for
both the team and the organization.
Apart from the club as a whole and the president there is also recognition shown
by the players of Atlanta United and this seemed to mean the most to the supporters.
Bastian talked about how the players showing their appreciation is “the one experience
that keeps me coming back every year.”
Their appreciation can be seen through multiple actions. Veronica talked about
how after one game, she asked Martinez for his shorts, and he immediately obliged:
And then at the end of the match, when the Golden Spike winner
comes to hit it, and of course that's one of the Atlanta United players,
a lot of times they'll find stuff for you, or they'll take pictures with
you. Josef Martinez gave me a pair of his shorts, off of his body.
Bastian discussed how appreciative he was of the fact that Josef Martinez has a picture of
a tifo that he and other Resurgence members made as his Twitter header photo (see
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Appendix F). This recognition from players is something that often comes from media as
Bastian noted. He told multiple stories of different acknowledgements that they have
received from players. After painting a banner to say “Passion over Logic”, Jeff
Larentowicz, an Atlanta United player, talked about how he remembered looking at the
banner and thinking that it was team motto while he was being interviewed on a 92.9 The
Game interview. Bastian said that this was “the first time that he had heard anyone
directly reference something that they had created.” Another instance was when Bastian
saw a GIF that was created of Miguel Almiron, another Atlanta United player, just
looking around at a full stadium tifo that he had helped create.
Finally, he discussed how Julian Gressel, an Atlanta United player, would run
over to the supporters’ section at the beginning of every game and applaud them. Bastian
explained what these player interactions mean to him as a fan:
The greatest reward for me, and the greatest sense of satisfaction I get
from being Atlanta United supporter, versus the Falcons or the
Braves, is that I can see the players directly react to the things that we
create for them. We do everything, we wave the flags, we do the
chants, the banners and all that, because you want to inspire them and
you want them to win for you and all that. So when they do things
like Josef taking his header on Twitter and making it the tifo that we
made, and I transported, like there's nothing else like that.
Veronica believed that the supporters getting this recognition is something that should be
expected because they are the reason that the club is where they are today: “You know
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the players really interacting with the supporters and remembering you know, that we're a
lot of the reason that they're there.”
Disunity
Although there is an immense amount of unity that is visible across the
organization, the supporters, and even the city because of Atlanta United, there are also
problems and differences that have caused issues, and may cause more in the future. It
should be noted that this lack of agreement on viewpoints towards several aspects of their
involvement in the organization represents a level of disunity within the group of
Resurgence itself. As noted in the Unity section of the results, the participants felt truly
connected and welcomed by those around them within their Resurgence group. Although
there is this feeling of belonging and unity, there is an underlying disunity that can be
seen within the group. The disunity among participants’ viewpoints on these aspects of
their experience created a spectrum of responses. It is for that reason that this section is
titled, “Disunity” as it will look at these differing viewpoints in terms of Front Office
Relations, Inter-Group Relations, and The Future.
Front Office Relations
“Like we have, our leadership has meetings with the front office on a bi-weekly or
monthly basis, depending on the year, the season. Because if stuff's going on, and our
people are pissed off about it, and they don't know about it, it just creates tension that no
one really is aware of, and then eventually blows over and like, well, crap, like, why
didn't we have a conversation about this in the first place?” - Sam B.
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There are always issues that have to be dealt with in and around any organization
and the views on the way these issues are handled can differ…including among Atlanta
United fans. As a whole, when the team started the participants all viewed the
organization as doing everything right for their fan base. As time has gone on these views
have changed. Sam B. talked about how time has changed the fans’ viewpoints:
There are a lot of people that are kind of pessimistic. Like, we've been
here for four years, now we have stuff to complain about. And now
they're, because supporters aren't the number one focus anymore,
they're like, “Oh, like, you know, you're taking away like, our match
day cards and you're taking away like all our benefits and all this
stuff.” So I think that for me, like I know about it. It makes sense.
He views these negatives as a normal part of the process when it comes to growth, but at
the same time he acknowledges these other points of view and feelings toward the front
office. These other viewpoints were discussed by other participants during the study, such
as Turco. Turco discussed how the front office can hold the supporters back:
And we have to have front office relations, unwillingly we have to
have them, because of the way the team controls the supporters. We
don’t like that, and we want to be independent supporters of Atlanta
United in that regard. … (I)t feels like a lot of times they can be very
strict, and even with some of the most simple things that … don't seem
like they should be a big deal.
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Other participants discussed the relations with the front office as a sensitive subject.
Chonky was not comfortable talking about this topic in detail, but did bring it up:
I was very close up to the board, the board members, and so I always
got an earful about meetings with the [Front Office] every week. So I
know how they talk about us. And the same thing is now that I'm in
Resurgence and they publish the meeting minutes from the front
office meetings. So … everybody's got a black sheep in the family.
Throughout the discussion I could tell that she had an opinion about the front office, but
it was not as strong as some of the others that were shared overall.
Participants discussed an incident involving some fans who staged a protest, or
human rights display, at a game. The ethics and the manner in which the front office
handled this situation was up for debate with some of the participants. Some people were
appreciative of how the situation was handled, like Bastian. He introduced the topic as
something that he understood was difficult for the front office to deal with:
Instead of shying away from stuff like that, they kind of embrace it
and try to meet it head on and I value that a lot from a front office
because they could take the Falcons approach or the Braves approach
and just brush it off. Braves right now have been going on several
months of what to do with the tomahawk chop and they've been
completely silent. They have no intentions of talking about it and you
would hope that they would show a little bit more, discuss it a little
bit more. Atlanta United does that. So I think … it helps when you

62

can identify with the team a little bit more, you can trust them, and
you believe that they're acting in the best interests of their supporters.
There's still a lot of things that they could improve on. And I don't
think anybody doubts it, but they definitely approach it a different
way than other professional teams.
He appreciates that the organization is at least willing to deal with these situations, rather
than pushing them aside like other teams might do. Bastian was also appreciative of the
involvement of Eales throughout that process. It showed him that the club president was
not just going to be there for the good parts; he was also going to be there for the bad:
But the fact that Darren Eales is comfortable enough to go out there
and encounter supporters face to face even during the protest stuff. I
mean, he's putting himself out there to field questions directly about
the protests and he still came down there, and you know, he, he would
speak to the extent that he was comfortable speaking about things.
Turco, on the other side of the spectrum of opinions on the protest, discussed his disdain
for the front office and organization due to the way that they handled the situation:
(T)hey created an issue and United clamped down very hard. Sending
security after supporters that have given everything to them, you
know, giving their blood sweat and tears, throwing people in cells,
holding up a logo ripping their shirts off. So, it is a battle, it's a battle
with something you're genuinely passionate about that you want to
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throw your entire life into. And then there's the other battle of the front
office, [which] at a whim can turn on you.
Chase discussed the protests in a way that seemed to accept how it was handled without
truly developing a stance on it, acting as the middle of the spectrum of opinions:
You know, there's been times where I think we as fans have butt heads
with the F.O., the recent protests or the protests last year being the
case of it. So it is something that I think that it's not to be taken for
granted, but it is something that they targeted in the beginning and
that goodwill has still gotten them through maybe a few patches when
other teams would have been very questioning.
Veronica also commented on the front office and the supporters’ relations with them:
You know obviously families fight. And we still have issues. I don't
think anybody, you know any supporters for any group of people at
all, is without fault, or, or conflict. But the front office, we also have
relationships with them, where board members will meet with them.
And, you know, they liaise, and it's at a table, it's, it's a family thing
it's a family affair.
Inter-Group Relations
“We've got like five or six official supporters, groups. And I like the fact that you've now
you can kind of look at the supporter’s section and you really, except for scarves,
wouldn't be able to tell them, tell them apart because it just it feels very fractured
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sometimes, until the whistle blows for that first for the kickoff, everything changes.” Chonky
Although the supporters are often a united front that is trying to push their team
towards a victory, the steps to get there are not always without conflict or disagreement.
As mentioned previously, Atlanta is made up of mostly transients, which creates an
immense amount of diversity in the city and within the fans. Acceptance of who people
are is not an issue, but what people want out of their Atlanta United experience is not
always the same and that can cause problems. Turco gave the background on these
different cultures that can be found in the supporter groups and what comes with those
cultures:
And there are groups that are kind of, they kind of want to make
Atlanta United very hip-hop centric, urban culture type of brand. And
the idea hasn't quite hit. And that idea clashes a lot with the groups
that want Eastern European style flares and smoke and people
jumping. And that even clashes with the Latin, Mex, Hispanic
community who comes from South America and have their own
flavor with full bands. …(E)very segment of our fan base has a
different idea of what they want it, Atlanta United, to be and because
of that all of the groups and all of these people that are hardcore
supporters, end up clashing really badly. And it's kind of a power
struggle to figure out, “Hey, what, what do we ultimately want this to
be?” and it's hard to merge a lot of those worlds.
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Outside of culture clashes within supporter groups there are also clashes that come from
what each supporter group gets depending on whether they are official, or whether they
are more community service focused vs. more in-game focused. Sam B. talked about how
there are four official supporter groups, and within those there are partner groups and
offset groups. There are also unofficial supporter groups. He talked about how handling
these differences can impact the supporters:
The four official ones all get the perks, but there only a couple that
are super into the in-stadium stuff, versus others which are really into
like, charity and community work … I think that understanding how
the dynamics work between supporter groups is important to make
sure that it doesn't become the focus of the people in those groups.
That it doesn't become the victor mentality, like the clashing of those.
And I'm like, … who does what, and like inter [supporter group]
drama, which is like annoyingly prevalent, but more focused on how
do we focus on making the environment better?
This supporter group culture that Atlanta United has created has drawn in a lot of
people and it continues to do so. Chonky said, “We’re in the supporter section, that's the
hot ticket, and everybody wants to be there right now. And we have problems.” The
people who want to be included in the supporters group overflow into other areas of the
stadium along with the more average, everyday fan. This clash then, between supporters
and other fans, is something that can also be seen. Turco elaborated on how this clash can
halt the growth of the club and its supporters:
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And this is actually separate from a large segment of the fan base
that's extremely casual and comes from college football SEC
backgrounds here. They just tell you up front that they don't even want
to be involved in the smoke and pyro and chanting. So there's a huge
culture clash there too, where you end up with thousands of people,
with thousands of opinions, all trying to steer a ship that we call
supporters, and that ends up being a lot of drama and hatred and anger
toward each other. Ultimately, we want everyone on the same page,
no matter how you figure that out.
It is probably impossible to make everyone happy in situations like these. According to
Veronica, “There are going to be, with every group you are going to have some sort of
conflict bullying, you know, but it's how that's handled.” The management of these issues
within the supporters’ groups, and between them and the other attendees, could lead to
more success for Atlanta United…or could lead to more clashing.
The Future
So all it takes is one losing season for people to lose interest because our team's always
excited to have a winning team. - Chonky
Over the years Atlanta’s sports teams have not had very much success, until
Atlanta United came along. As mentioned in the section on Engagement, Bastian noted
how he was able to be a part of cutting down the first championship banner for Atlanta
sports in 25 years. This lack of championships was also mentioned by Chase when he
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was discussing what Atlanta United meant for the city: “A rebirth of you know, actually
being a championship town.”
Throughout the interviews multiple participants were comparing Atlanta United
to the Falcons, the Braves, and even the Hawks on occasion. One thing that Atlanta
United has over these other teams is there immense amount of success in their first
several years. The following that Atlanta has garnered due to just this success alone could
be something that could change if the team began to play poorly and not have that
success on the field. Chonky discussed this in terms of what the fan base could look like
five years down the road:
Yeah, you know, we were the golden child. We've been lucky thus
far. We haven't had to struggle yet. And that's going to be the real test,
for both the team and the fans. So if you had the survey, …five years
from now it would be, I bet it would be a completely different
monster. Give us give us a losing season and see who's still here.
We’re notoriously fickle down here with Atlanta sports.
What will Atlanta United’s future look like? Will their success off the field still be there
if it is not matched on the field?
Summary
Throughout my research I aimed to gain a better understanding of Atlanta United
Resurgence supporter group members’ lived experiences. My conversations with
participants led to the development of various themes that fell under the categories of
Unity and Disunity. As Resurgence members shared their stories, they talked about
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connections made with each other, with the city, and with the team. They also discussed
the importance of being engaged with and recognized by the club. Although similar
themes were developed, several themes were developed based on different perceptions on
the same topic, such as their interactions with the front office and other supporter groups
of Atlanta United. Each category and theme represents important aspects of the
participants’ lived experiences that can help researchers and practitioners in the sports
industry to better understand the supporter group experience within professional soccer in
the United States.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION
This study aimed the fill the gap that exists within research on the experience of
soccer supporter group members within the context of the MLS, specifically with Atlanta
United. The essence of the experience of being a member of a supporter group was
elaborated upon by each participant. Although each participant had unique and
individualized experiences, multiple themes emerged that were categorized under Unity
and Disunity. The themes considered under the Unity category were Connection to the
City, Engagement, Sense of Family and Home, Performance, and Recognition. The
themes that were categorized under Disunity were Front Office Relations, Inter-Group
Relations, and The Future. These two categories fostered multiple findings that helped to
further this field of sport communication in both a theoretical and practical sense.
Theoretical Implications
As discussed in the literature review, studies on soccer fans (including supporter
groups) have been conducted across the world, but mainly in England and Europe
(Brown, Crabbe, & Mellor, 2008; Jaquiss, 2000; Pietersen, 2009; Smith, 2000;). Very
few, if any, studies exist on supporters’ groups within MLS. Through this research, my
aim was to fill some of the gaps by examining the ways in which those who participate in
a well-known supporter group articulated this unique experience. The theoretical
implications for this study will be discussed based upon the categories of Unity and
Disunity.
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An overall sense of unity emerged from participants’ stories of finding a group of
people with whom they truly felt they belonged, and who also helped them connect to
their city. This developing social identity that they discussed merges the findings of both
Rooney’s (1974) concept of “Glory of the Town” and Brown, Crabble, and Mellor’s
(2008) understanding of how supporter groups provide opportunities for people to feel as
if they belong. Being with a group that gave them a sense of belonging helped
participants to find a connection to the city of Atlanta, which further enhanced their
support for the club and team.
The theme Sense of Family and Home relates these concepts towards the
participants’ identification with their organization, Resurgence, as well as with the team
of Atlanta United. The connection that they felt with one another and the spaces that they
occupied were so strong that the word “family” and “home” arose multiple times
throughout interviews. Organizational identification refers to the sense of oneness that
people feel with an organization, as either an official part of the organization or a
stakeholder (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). The use of the words “family” and “home”
demonstrate more extreme levels of attachment to the organization beyond the use of the
term “we” to demonstrate their connection. The use of these words evidences a deeper
connection than what is often discussed and developed within organizational
identification scholarship. Participants’ stories suggest that Resurgence and Atlanta
United have successfully cultivated a profound level of identification.
Specifically within Resurgence, this extreme identification can be linked to the
sense of belonging found by the participants. The need to belong acts as a fundamental
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human motivation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Therefore, the presence of this sense of
belonging (family and home) within Resurgence has allowed for stronger identification.
Dunning (1999) supported this belief when looking at the vital role that a sense of
belonging plays in the production of a social identity that allows for connections that may
not otherwise be found in today’s society. Multiple participants discussed how
Resurgence acts as a community in which they can be themselves.
The participants’ sense of belonging within the group is spurred by the shared
desire to support the club. This support for the club was demonstrated through actions
both at the games and in their everyday lives. These actions involved the creations of
tifos, flags, banners, and even chants, as well as wearing team gear. Pietersen (2009)
discussed how important these actions can be to these fans and how normal these
practices have become within international soccer matches. The findings of my study
have supported this concept within the United States, specifically with Atlanta United, as
these actions are viewed by participants as vital to the team’s games. The participants
described how these actions are used to spur the team to victory, because it is the team for
whom the participants are there. They talked about how it was their responsibility to do
the best that they could to help their team achieve success. This concept is supported by
Wolfson, Wakelin, and Lewis (2005) who found that fans in English football (soccer)
leagues believed that they truly have an impact on the result of the game through their
actions. Worthy of note, here, is that Atlanta United (the team for which Resurgence
supports) has been extremely successful both on and off of the field as compared to many
other MLS teams. However, the growth of MLS has led to more successful teams within
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the league, and these teams are expected to also have these similarities with international
supporter groups like Atlanta United.
An area of study that has not yet been discussed is the Recognition that the
participants valued so much from the club. This concept of need for recognition has been
studied in terms of employee satisfaction and success, but has not been applied
specifically to supporter groups. Multiple scholars have discussed the importance of
recognition in terms of motivation, identity, and meaningful work (Brun & Dugas, 2008).
The participants discussed how meaningful it was to receive recognition from the players,
the club president, and the organization as a whole. This recognition helped to solidify
their identification with the team, as well as spur them to create more and do more as fans
to continue to help the team.
Although the participants often discussed their desire to help the team, obstacles
to that were mentioned. Within the category of Disunity are the themes often revolved
around disagreements, relations between different aspects of the organization, and the
uncertainty around the future success of the club. In the case of the participants, they did
not always identify with Atlanta United as a whole, but often identified with the team,
coaches, and the president. This separation of identification from the front office by some
of the participants demonstrates disidentification. Disidentification is seen when one
cognitively distances themselves through self-categorization by including certain aspects
of an identification with organizations such as Atlanta United, while excluding others
(Elsbach & Bhattacharya, 2001). The exclusion of the front office, or the distancing from
that aspect of Atlanta United in conversations, acted as a way to maintain their positive
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social identity by not only explaining who they are (i.e., a supporter of Atlanta United),
but also who they are not (i.e., a liaison for the supporter group with the front office).
The reason for this disidentification is similar to that of the reason for
identification. In the beginning, the participants trusted and embraced the front office
because they believed that had similar values and beliefs (Foster & Hyatt, 2007). The
reason for the disidentification of some of the participants towards the front office came
from a distrust that was created from the clashing of values and beliefs. The way in which
situations have been handled by the front office has caused unrest between some of the
participants and that aspect of the organization because they no longer feel as though the
front office’s values and beliefs align with their own. Other participants accept the way
that these situations have been handled, and overall view the front office’s values as
being in congruence with theirs. This alignment of values, even after disagreements and
protests, allowed for the participants to not disidentify with this aspect of the club.
Although these participants are more identified with the team, coaches, and club
president than any other aspect, they did not feel the need to disidentify with the front
office.
Atlanta United has experienced a lot of success off of the field since its creation;
participants believe success on the field is the driving force. Atlanta United has
successfully made it to the playoffs every season (’17,’18,’19) and each season they had
an outstanding home record. In their 2017 season, Atlanta United’s home record was 113-3 (Wins-Losses-Ties), in 2018 it was 11-2-4, and in their most recent season their home
record was 12-2-3 (“Standings”, 2020). Therefore, it is possible that if and when the team
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experiences a poor season in terms of success on the field, their support and success off
the field will decrease as well. This can be expected due to the concepts of BIRGing and
CORFing, which predict that when a team is successful their fans will identify more with
the team, but when the team is not successful they will become less identified with the
team (Campbell, Aiken, & Kent, 2004; Spinda, 2011; Wann & Branscombe, 1990). This
concept is yet to be seen with Atlanta United because each of their seasons have
culminated with a winning record. The true test will come during a losing (or simply less
successful) season—and multiple participants acknowledged this. Even without seeing an
unsuccessful team and a decrease in fan involvement and identification, participants were
aware that they could see a change in the support for the team, underscoring the relevance
of BIRGing and CORFing concepts.
Across both categories of Unity and Disunity theoretical implications can be
found. Although some information allowed for similarities to be drawn across contexts,
there is still a large gap in research on supporter group members’ experiences and culture
within the MLS. These theoretical findings can also help to develop practical
implications within the realm of professional soccer within the United States.
Practical Implications
The fostering of significant amounts of identification within their supporter
groups and the success that the organization has experienced acts as a good example for
other MLS clubs to follow. Although this young MLS club has experienced the highest
levels of professional success, participants indicated that there have also been some
growing pains along the way. These positives and negatives, the Unity they have created

75

and the Disunity they have experienced, act as lessons for other professional soccer clubs
to follow, either in the MLS or in the USL. Therefore, the practical implications of this
study will be discussed based on the category of Unity and then Disunity.
Throughout the Unity category, participants echoed the feeling of connection to
each other, to the team, and to the city of Atlanta. Multiple participants discussed the
perfect use of the word “United” in Atlanta’s MLS team’s name, Atlanta United. This
unity has led to loyalty from the participants, as well as other fans of the club, especially
those within supporter groups. This increasing loyalty translates into heavier support and
more profit for the organization (Theysohn, Hinz, Nosworthy, & Kirchner, 2009). This
profit can be developed through attendance of games, special events, and even the
purchasing of gear and other paraphernalia, all of which are heavily invested in by the
participants.
Along with profit, the loyalty and actions that these participants discussed
represent the creation of an atmosphere that leaves a lasting impact on those around them.
This can act as a form of marketing for the club due to the fact that supporting their team
becomes an ingrained part of their person, and tradition takes care of the marketing itself
(Brown, Crabbe, & Mellor, 2008). Therefore, it should be noted how important the
supporter groups are to the success of Atlanta United, and how impactful they can be to
MLS as a whole. With that being said, the identification and loyalty that Atlanta United
was able to foster from the supporter groups should not be overlooked. From the
beginning of their time as a club, they made sure to engage with their fans and include
their supporter groups as much as possible in events, promotions, and other aspects of the
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club. The participants also noted recognition as an integral part of their love for the team
itself. This shows the rewards for a club within MLS who engages their fans and
acknowledges the vital role that they play in their club’s success. Clubs that seek to
model this approach can learn from these participants that engagement and recognition
should come from all aspects of the club. This approach could lead to a stronger sense of
identification and satisfaction, as discussed by the participants.
Despite this identification and loyalty that Atlanta United created there were
disagreements on certain aspects of the club, such as the front office and the interactions
with other supporter groups and fans, creating a sense of Disunity among the participants.
Although participants have had disagreements with the front office, the root of their
problems seemed to stem from the sense that the club could be doing a better job in
dealing with their supporter groups as well as providing more for them. This was shown
in Boon, Jones, and Parkes’ (2003) study of Manchester United, where they found that it
logically follows that larger teams with more revenue can provide more for their fans.
Atlanta United is one of the most successful teams in the MLS, and therefore the
participants did not understand why the club was not treating them better. Some of the
participants talked about their frustration with the club taking away some of their benefits
such as their match day cards and felt as though the club was taking on more of a
business approach than what the participants were used to. Participants also voiced their
concerns about the way in which the protest that was held was handled, as well as the
treatment of some of their members based on issues for which they were demonstrating
support. This indicates to other MLS teams that open communication should occur
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between clubs and supporters regarding these types of situations. Actions should not be
taken without a proper amount of explanation, so that the supporters are aware of what is
happening and why. This could help to alleviate some of the disagreements between the
club and the supporters.
The participants also noted a clash between their own goals and those of other
supporter groups and fans in general. This finding is not shocking as this difference was
also studied by Pietersen (2009), who noted that different types of supporters exist, and
they are driven by different desires to support the club in different ways. These
differences can lead to clashing between groups. Although this clashing of groups does
occur at Atlanta United games, multiple participants noted that during the 90 minutes that
the game is being played this clashing is forgotten. Some of the participants said this
clashing was said to be seen in forms of fighting, throwing of objects at one another, and
other forms of arguments. Therefore, clubs should be prepared to handle, manage, and
possibly mitigate this clashing between fan groups. Along with the clubs, supporter
groups should also consider the impact that the unity that they represent can have on
those around them during the games.
Limitations
Throughout my research process I was able to learn more about my participants’
lived experiences as members of the Atlanta United supporter group Resurgence through
the stories that they told. With the development of several themes across two categories, I
felt that I was able to reach saturation within my study. Saturation is defined by reaching
a point in which no new coding can occur and therefore, no new themes emerge (Fusch &
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Ness, 2015). Although I believe saturation was reached, I do recognize that there were
multiple limitations for my study. From a methodological standpoint, I was able to
include men and women participants, but only two out of nine of my participants were
women. According to Coche (2014), women’s motivations to be a sports fan can differ
from that of men, and therefore they represent a viewpoint that was underrepresented in
this study. Although men represent a majority of MLS fans, women’s experiences should
not be overlooked. Scholars have identified sports fan communities as exclusionary to
women (Hughson, 2000). As this concept changes more scholars have begun to research
the way in which women involved in sport fan communities are impacted and shaped by
the institutional center of sports (Esmonde, Cooky, & Andrews, 2015). Therefore, the
women involved in Resurgence represent an understudied demographic of fans whose
experience with sports fandom is uniquely shaped by those around them. Hearing women
supporter group members’ voices and stories would allow for a more holistic view of the
experience of supporter group members.
A majority of my interviews were conducted through use of video calls, and the
others were conducted over the phone. Due to geographic distance between me and my
participants, organizing in-person interviews was not feasible. In-person, face-to-face
interactions can garner more trust, due to increased comfort levels when in-person,
reduced time constraints based on location and availability, and the production of a more
casual conversation rather than an interview setting. Therefore, the use of a video call or
phone call rather than an in-person, face-to-face method could result in less meaningful
responses (Robinson, 2014). The use of two phone interviews also did not allow me to
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see facial expressions or the participants’ surroundings, aspects of an interview that wre
helpful to my research during the interviews that were conducted over a video call.
Also, due to time constraints a convenience and snowball sampling method was
used to recruit participants for the study. Although each of my participants met the
criteria and also represented multiple demographics in terms of race and gender, it should
be noted that these types of sampling methods can result in unwanted bias. The use of
snowball sampling specifically can lead to a homogeneous group of participants that hold
the same values and viewpoints (Yin, 2011). This type of sampling also draws out more
of the “hardcore” fans, as they will be the most willing to share their experience and
participate in research. This means that even with a typically “hardcore” group, the
people that were interviewed are most likely considered some of the more involved
people in the group and therefore may have their own unique experiences compared to
the average member of Resurgence.
Also, the methods and approach to this study do not yield generalizable results.
Phenomenology aims to understand the participants’ understanding of their lived
experiences, and therefore their experiences cannot always be generalized to a larger
population. While this is not a weakness of this study per se (I intentionally employed
phenomenology as it was the best approach to answer my research question), I recognize
the need to exercise care in applying the findings of this study to other contexts and social
worlds.
A final limitation of the study was the impact that I could have on my
participants’ responses through the sharing of my past experiences related to both playing
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soccer and my desire to work within MLS. My openness about my experiences with my
participants may have caused them to alter their responses or deviate from the responses
that they might have with someone with different lived experiences than me. Although I
aimed to be as reflexive as possible within my research, I also acknowledge how difficult
it can be for reflexivity to be considered “enough” within a study.
Future Research
This research focused on gaining a better understanding of the lived experiences
of supporter group members of Atlanta United’s Resurgence group. The findings of this
research will hopefully fill the gap in research that exists involving supporter groups and
professional soccer within the United States. It is also my hope that these findings will
help to propel MLS forward through a better understanding of their most fervent
supporters’ experiences. This study, like all others, had limitations and also brought new
topics of inquiry to light that should be explored in future research.
My findings showed that different types of connections to the city and the
community were formed by the participants based on whether or not they were born and
raised in Atlanta (the “rarity” as they called themselves) or transients to the city, which
were the more common demographic. Future research should look at the different
demographics of supporter groups in terms of their connection to the city, or lack thereof.
To what degree does the team act as their connection to the community around them?
This could also bring up questions that surround the idea of people not having a
professional soccer team where they are originally from and the impact that could have
on their identification with this team. “Glory of the Town”, a concept coined by Rooney
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(1997), suggested that the connection to the team can often be seen as a way to connect to
the geographical area as well. Studying the different aspects of this concept within the
setting of Atlanta United based on the mixture of transient residents and longtime
residents could offer more insight into the connection of sport to community and
geographical locations.
Along the lines of demographics, it was mentioned by the participant called Turco
that there are many supporter groups that often represent different cultures as well, such
as Eastern European, Latinx, and even the urban-centric culture that can be found in
Atlanta’s city center. These cultural backgrounds can greatly impact the way that
supporters understand their lived experiences as supporters of Atlanta United and how
they enact their fandom of the team. In order to better understand supporters as a whole,
different types of supporter groups should be studied.
Just like there are cultural differences within communities that change their lived
experiences, there are cultural differences within communities that different MLS teams
are located. This study focused on Atlanta United, which is located in the southeastern
region of the United States. Their culture is different than that of an LA Galaxy, located
in Los Angeles, CA, or a Real Salt Lake located in Salt Lake City, UT. More professional
soccer team supporter groups need to be researched in order to better understand the
overall lived experience of supporter group members. This holistic picture could also be
created by looking at teams that are in different stages of their development, such as
brand new teams that have not started playing yet like the team in Charlotte, NC, or a
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team that has just begun play like Nashville (TN) SC, or a team that has been around
since the beginning like the LA Galaxy.
Within each of these unique contexts the communication between supporters and
the organization is another aspect that should be more heavily researched. The unique
situation of a supporter group being officially sanctioned by a club, but also wanting to
act as their own organization, introduces interesting situations for communication.
Considering the issues of communication and the handling of situations from the front
office to the supporter group of Atlanta United, the opportunity to better understand the
issues that arise in this unique relationship between organizations is ever-present. This
could allow for new layers of organizational communication and identification to be
added to research through this unique relationship between the supporter groups and
Atlanta United as an organization.
The exploration of these different locations, communities, cultures, and levels of
communication could uncover different forms and levels of identification with a group or
different levels and reasons behind organizational identification. The understanding of all
of these different aspects of the development of fandom could provide a more holistic
view of soccer fandom within the United States and allow for further development of the
fan base, as well as the sport as a whole.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSION
Soccer in the United States has experienced immense amounts of growth over the
past several years, developing new professional teams across the country within both
MLS and USL, while also experiencing increase in interest overall. The success of soccer
is nothing new to the world, as it is wildly popular in most countries outside of the United
States, but to the United States this increase in interest in professional soccer is
something that is yet to be fully understood and activated. Along with the success of
soccer, comes the increase of supporter groups and supporter culture within fans of the
sport. Research on professional soccer within the United States has been slim, but the
research on supporter groups within the United States is even less common. However,
this study aimed to fill this large gap by asking some of the Resurgence supporter group
members to describe their lived experiences as supporters of Atlanta United. Their stories
unveiled multiple themes that related to several different theories and constructs that have
previously been studied, while also providing foundations of knowledge for the
successful creation and handling of a professional soccer team within the United States.
My participants told stories about creating second families within their lives
through their supporter group, some discussed connecting to a city that they have only
just begun to call home, and others talked about finding a place in their lives where they
truly feel as though they can be themselves. The passion that my participants had in the
support of their team was felt throughout each and every conversation. Along with these
conversations of joy, passion, and love for their group and the game of soccer
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(specifically with Atlanta United), some participants also voiced their concerns regarding
the navigation of relations with other aspects of their experiences with the club. Although
there were trials and tribulations within their experience, their membership within this
group never failed to appear as a highlight in their lives.
“[Soccer] supporters hold the key to [soccer]’s future. They are the game’s
greatest asset” (Smith, 2000, p. 14). The team is there for the fans and the fans are there
for the team. This symbiotic relationship is a vital aspect of soccer across the world and is
only just now starting to be studied within the context of the United States. Supporter
groups leading the way in identification, support, and loyalty to their teams are the key to
propelling the game of soccer in the United States from the fan side of the relationship.
There is no telling where the relationship will go, but for these supporters—and for me,
as a player and fan—the hope is that it only gets stronger, and that appreciation for and
involvement in soccer will continue to grow across the United States.
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Appendix A
List of Participants
Participants
Method of
Interview

Member of
Resurgence

M

Length of
Interview in
Minutes
30

Video Call

Yes

Sam B.

M

31

Video Call

Yes

3

L. John

M

25

Video Call

Yes

4

Bastian

M

47

Video Call

Yes

5

Turco

M

36

Phone Call

Yes

6

Beans

M

31

Video Call

Yes

7

Veronica

F

58

Video Call

Yes

8

Soulman

M

28

Video Call

Yes

9

Chonky

F

25

Phone Call

Yes

Participant

Pseudonym

1

Chase

2

Sex

Figure A-1: The list of participants for this study.
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Appendix B
Discussion Guide
Interview will be conducted via teleconference or videoconference. These interviews will
take approximately 60 minutes.
1. What experience(s) with soccer, if any, did you have before you became a fan of
Atlanta United?
2. Why did you become a fan of Atlanta United?
3. How would you describe your experience as a fan of Atlanta United?
4. What is your favorite part about being a fan of Atlanta United?
5. What does this logo mean to you? (show logo over videoconference, and ask to
think about Atlanta United logo over teleconference)
6. Do you view your demonstration of support for the team as a responsibility or a
privilege?
7. At this point, do you believe that there is anything that we didn’t cover that you
would like to talk about?
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Appendix C
Photos Shown to Participants

Figure C-1: Atlanta United Logo

Figure C-2: Mercedes-Benz Stadium (Atlanta, GA) sold out for an Atlanta United match
(Hagy, 2018)

89

Appendix D
Resurgence

Figure D-1: A graphic for Atlanta United of Resurgence fans at a match.
(Resurgence Fans In-Match, n.d.)

Figure D-2: Resurgence members marching down the streets of Atlanta
(Resurgence Fans Marching, n.d.)
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Appendix E
Bastian’s Prized Possessions

Figure E-1: Bastian’s credentials for the Atlanta United championship parade and the
FC Cincinnati game.
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Appendix F
Josef Martinez Twitter Header

Figure F-1: Josef Martinez’s Twitter header that Bastian and other Resurgence members
helped to make.
(Heeeeere’s Josef, 2019)
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Appendix G
Tifos

Figure G-1: An example of a full stadium tifo for an Atlanta United game.
(USA Today Sports Images, 2018)

Figure G-2: An example of a supporter section tifo for an Atlanta United game.
(Culver, 2018)
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Appendix H
The ATL Pup

Figure H-1: Spike, the service dog that Atlanta United has sponsored and taken on as
one of their own.
(Spike’s Signing, 2020)
“They have a service dog who has, you know, a Twitter and it's the
cutest thing ever.” -Veronica
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